
Yom Kippur, the holiest day on the 
Jewish calendar, contains some incred-
ibly strange moments when viewed by 

year-round Jewish eyes. 
For instance, the Hineni prayer, which in-

troduces the Musaf service, is recited by one 
person on behalf of the many, placing a reli-
gious intercessor between the many and their 
God. How strange. Though strains of “interces-
sional prayer” exist in biblical and rabbinic 
literature, the notion that one person speaks 
to God for another person stands in stark 
comparison to the predominant Jewish belief 
that God is “near unto all who call.” (Psalms 
144:18) And yet, on Yom Kippur, as congre-
gations reach the highpoint of Musaf, one ap-
pointed person truly does carry on his or her 
shoulders the prayerful hopes of the many 
for the year to come. The very first word of 
Hineni translates as “here I am,” testifying to 

the central role the prayer leader will assume 
during this singularly fragile encounter.

But the strangest moment of Musaf, the cli-
max of the whole day, is the Avodah, the High 
Priest’s service. The Avodah is an elaborate rit-
ual of animal sacrifice, including the sprinkling 

of the slaughtered animal’s blood, and, finally, 
expiation prayers recited by the High Priest on 
behalf of self, family, community, and the en-
tire world. (A direct translation of “avodah” is 
“work” or “service.”) And, for most attendees 
of modern synagogue communities, it feels 
completely foreign. In fact, many communities 
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We shouldn’t be watching a drama but 
rather standing with the High Priest in 
the Holy of Holies, unsure if we’ll get it 
right — unsure if we’ll live or die!

During the High Holidays, our attention is focused on a recounting of the past year 
and an imagining of the next one. This issue of Sh’ma — which looks at the Yom 
Kippur liturgy— is designed to help us, individually and as a community, to focus on 

a fascinating and difficult ritual. The Avodah service, part of a special Yom Kippur musaf, is 
the ritual reenactment of the moment when the Kohen HaGadol, the High Priest, beseeched 
God for our atonement. It was the holiest moment of the holiest day of the year, in a place 
referred to as the holy of holies, and it is enacted by the holiest of our holy people, the Kohen 
HaGadol. It is then (and only then) that the High Priest utters God’s divine name and we, a 
prostrated people, are cleansed of our sins.

We invite you to explore this amazing ritual as we examine the multiple meanings of the 
word “avodah”: work, service, and prayer. One essay explores the closeness of the Hebrew 
words for “work” and “slavery,” and another the porousness of work and the rest of life; 
several pieces reflect on how work, service, and prayer intersect in the course of our lives as 
avodat HaShem, (service to God), and avodah she’balev, (service of the heart). 

Several essays in the issue reflect upon the nature of personal and communal prayer 
at the holidays, and upon the intense drama we reenact during this ritual and liturgy — our 
prostration on the floor, the blood of the goat, and the sweat of the High Priest as he expiates 
our sins. Beginning with a simple piyyut, a liturgical poem, the Avodah service has become 
the quintessential prayer of these days of awe. Reclaiming some of the drama of the prayer 
may allow us to reclaim the power of the day. 

— Shana tova u’metukah, Susan Berrin, Editor-in-Chief

Special Offer: Subscribe to Sh’ma Use code on page 21
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create alternatives to this liturgical moment. The 
intense detail, the graphic description of the sacri-
fice, and the stark hierarchy of the priesthood do 
not feel familiar to the modern Jew.

That foreignness is not, however, what 
keeps most people, even engaged shul-goers, 
from embracing the Avodah. Rather, we keep 
our distance because we are afraid of the im-
plications of this work; we fear becoming ex-
posed to the uncertainty of the future. We are 
afraid of dying, of mortality, of fading legacies. 
These fears — which are a primal aspect of an 
informed Jewish spiritual life — define the lan-
guage of our prayer. It is understandable that our 
liturgical choices correspond to our readiness (or 
not) to confront these very scary emotions. 

The choice to avoid the anxiety of the 
Avodah makes sense, even if the costs of its 
omission are high. Even the masterful new 
Conservative High Holiday prayer book, 
Mahzor Lev Shalem, adds a line to the end of 
the Avodah that historicizes and transmutes 
the ritual: “…but today we are blessed to have 
another way to serve.” These seemingly in-
offensive words transform the Avodah into 
something it is not: a recounting. Framing the 
Avodah as a historical rite reduces the experi-
ence into the telling of a story. We shouldn’t 
be watching a drama but rather standing with 
the High Priest in the Holy of Holies, unsure if 
we’ll get it right — unsure if we’ll live or die!

Our reluctance to engage with the Avodah 
is informed by that fear of death, that anxiety 
about an unwritten future, that terror of con-
fronting our primal mortality narrative. But 
in that avoidance, we avert our eyes from the 
possible paths ahead. In fact, central to the 
Avodah is another Jewish ritual particular to 
Yom Kippur: full prostration. We cannot long 
endure the intimacy with God, and so at sev-
eral points of the Avodah, each of us falls to the 
floor. Our bowing corresponds to the ancient 

practice during the course of the Avodah, when 
the High Priest would call out God’s name, and 
those assembled would fall to the ground in an 
awestruck act of humility. 

The big gift of this intoxicating mix of ritu-
als is this: After solitary prostration, we rise 
together; we are reduced to our essence by the 
experience of confronting our deepest fears. 
We fall, aware of our limited days on earth, 
and we rise with immeasurable gratitude for 
just one more moment of life. That first glimpse 
into the eyes of a fellow supplicant, after we 
each rise from full prostration, is a taste of the 
world to come.

Unfortunately, if we step outside these en-
counters, we become outsiders to the potential 
of our own growth.

The totality of who we are — embodied 
souls, each and every one of us — requires 
visceral experience. We need to experience the 
blood of the Avodah. We truly are that fragile. 

This year, during the Avodah, consider 
closing your eyes and imagining the feel of the 
soft hair, the warmth, the pulse of the sacrifi-
cial goat. Remember that one of the two sacri-
ficial animals designated for Yom Kippur was 
sent into the wilderness, perhaps to live. But 
the other animal would certainly die. Know 
that the future is uncertain. Allow your pulse 
to quicken. Feel your own life force. Fear for 
it — for you, for your family, for your commu-
nity, for the world itself. Pray for us all. Then, 
open your eyes to the beauty of the paths 
ahead. You haven’t died. You’ve lived through 
the experience. Thank God!

 I close with the words of poet Rebecca 
Kai Dotlich. Though she writes of poetry, her 
words can also describe visceral prayer such 
as the Avodah: “A good poem takes you to the 
city, to the sea, to the heart of any and all mat-
ters; you see it, taste it, belong to it. ...A good 
poem is the arrangement of enchantment.”	

Difficult Liturgy: Easing the Mental Cramp
H O W A R D  W E T T S T E I N

Some years ago, I attended a bat mitz-
vah for my sister and 14 other women, 
their years spanning seven decades, at 

a suburban New York Reconstructionist syna-
gogue. Present was Judith Kaplan Eisenstein, 
the world’s first bat mitzvah and the daugh-
ter of Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan, the founder of 
Reconstructionist Judaism. Her husband, Rabbi 

Ira Eisenstein, co-founder of Reconstructionist 
Judaism, gave an unforgettable sermon on the 
metaphorical character of religious concepts — 
an idea, he argued, that might resolve interde-
nominational theological disputes.  

The idea was appealing, intriguing, 
but also puzzling: If religious language is 
metaphorical (including passages about the  
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chosenness of Israel and the resurrection of 
the dead) why did Reconstructionism alter 
the language of the prayer book? If our liturgy 
is merely a mythological expression of lofty 
aspirations, why not sing it with kavannah? 
There is virtue, after all, in all of Israel shar-
ing a liturgy.

I asked; he answered, surprisingly: “If I 
could do it [rewrite the prayer book] again, 
I would change nothing.” Though it took me 
awhile to assimilate his answer, I liked his 
idea. But questions remained: Are difficult, 
even ugly, prayers — such as calls for ven-
geance, or gratitude for not having been cre-
ated a woman or a gentile — worth reciting? 
Why do we pray for the reinstitution of animal 
sacrifice? And while there is something magical 
about the thought of reuniting our entire ances-
try (t’chiat ha’matim — the Hebrew sounds so 
much better than “resurrection of the dead”), 
the concept is not what most people would ask 
for in sober moments.

Eisenstein would likely suggest that finding 
naturalistic substitutes for such concepts — for 
example, perhaps rendering t’chiat ha’matim 
as a metaphor for a renewed sense of connec-
tion — would solve the problem. I want to 
suggest, on the contrary, that we engage with 
these concepts as they stand. Eisenstein’s sug-
gestion is that we are really asking for some-
thing else; my suggestion is that the asking 
be seen in the light of poetry. Thus, to ask 
for t’chiat ha’matim, the resurrection of the 
dead, is a way — our way, Israel’s way — of 
connecting with the magic, the wondrousness 
of intimacy with one’s seriously extended fam-
ily, with one’s history. It’s the magic that de-
serves our attention. 

During my first sojourn in Jewish re-
ligious life, as a college student, I struggled 
with the question of God’s existence. I don’t 
remember much struggle with the finer points 
of downstream theology — the Messiah, for 
example. That was too much, too hard to get 
near. But now, in my second sojourn many 
years later, I have come to think that messi-
anic concepts go to the heart of what we are 
about: One should never lose the vision, the 
dream, of what it might be like for humanity 
to come together as a single family. We can 
fill in the details of the messianic dream as we 
like, but we must take it seriously; we must 
teach our children about the cosmic impor-
tance of small steps toward that dream.

How about our prayers concerning the 

Temple and animal sacrifice? What might we 
make of such prayers? To so pray is to express 
solidarity with a crowning moment in Jewish 
history. We can’t go back to Temple times; we 
don’t even want to go back, but one can dream 
of the way things were before the exile, before 
the destruction of our ancient culture. (And 
no doubt the historical reality of the sacrificial 
culture was not quite as we imagine it.) There 
is, certainly in my own case, some measure 
of ironic consciousness in asking that we be 
returned to that period. But such is the way of 
prayer, as is the way of poetry.

There are no doubt other dimensions. 
We should not forget that our focus on the 
“return” began when we were lost, recently 
exiled, and hopeless. Our current words, 
said with fervor, may express solidarity with 
those exiles, with our exiles over the centu-
ries, even with exiles everywhere. It is our 
way of being with them — and, at moments, 
of crying with them.

Perhaps attention to the nuances of tefillah 
(prayer)— to the variety of activities that count 
as tefillah, the variety of feelings and thoughts 
implicated — would ease the mental cramp 
induced by our requests for things we don’t 
exactly want. Think of the power of our col-
lectively falling on our faces during the Avodah 
service’s rehearsal of the priestly activity on 
Yom Kippur. Consider an engaged reading of 
Psalms, with its poetic exploration of religious 
and human feelings, from the sublime to the 
profane. Think of the praise, the gratitude ex-
pressed, the whining, the whisperings of love 
and hope and fear. Think of those all too rare 
moments of prayer when the activity — some-
times individual, sometimes communal — in-
duces in us a precious seriousness about life, 
about others, about God.	

The Kohen HaGadol and his Descendants
Kohen HaGadol, the High Priest,  is descended from Aaron, Moses’ 
brother, and Kohanim are, theoretically at least, descendants as well.

The Kohen aliyah is the first aliyah to the Torah (when a commu-
nity observes this practice).

Any adult Jew (any adult male in Orthodox synagogues) can lead 
the Avodah service on Yom Kippur — that is, the sh’liach or shlichat 
tzibur, the communal representative in prayer, can be a Kohen, but is 
not chosen to lead the Avodah service because of that status.

Today, many surnames — such as Cohen, Cohn, Katz, and Kahn 
— derive from this legacy.
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I first encountered the Avodah service at age 
7, and I kept the memory secret for years. 
I was visiting my Orthodox paternal grand-

mother in the women’s section of her shul. My 
Reform mother stayed outside with my sister. 
I looked down from the balcony and experi-
enced the ineffable. To the accompaniment of 
a haunting melody, the men below prostrated 
themselves in flurries of black and white tal-
litot. A concentrated golden light suffused the 
scene. Later, when my mother asked why I had 
stayed inside so long, I could only stammer:  
“It was so beautiful. They all knelt down.” “Oh 
no,” my mother said positively, “Jews don’t 
kneel.” For years I wondered if I had just imag-
ined the event. Prudently, I decided not even to 
mention the golden light.

As a young adult ba’alat teshuva (newly 
Orthodox), I re-encountered the Avodah, minus 
the extraordinary golden light. (Its explanation 
had to wait until I read American philosopher 
William James and discovered that other people 
had also experienced golden lights.) At this sec-
ond encounter, I sadly became aware that most 
Orthodox women do not prostrate themselves. 

My childhood memory suggests that rit-
ual can be compelling even to someone who 
does not understand its cognitive content. In 
fact, cognitive content can trouble ritual; it 
often serves as a powerful impetus for ritual 
change. According to the historian of religions, 
Mircea Eliade, ritual is a return, a reenactment 
of an original event. Yet ritual is not static. As 
anthropologist Barbara Myerhoff has empha-
sized, ritual constantly changes, but it must 
feel to the participant as if it has always been 
this way. Perhaps ritual change is a way of 
facilitating that return to origins when it has 
become difficult. In the process, the archetypal 
event itself is re-envisioned and re-understood.

The Avodah service is itself a product of 
ritual change. It was apparently constructed by 
the Palestinian liturgical poet Yose ben Yose, 
circa the fifth or sixth century CE, and then, 
throughout the Middle Ages, liturgical poets 
wrote and augmented the Avodah liturgies  

and piyyutim.  One of the best known of 
these,  “Amitz Koach,” written by Meshullam 
ben Kalonymus, is the main Avodah piyyut  
for the Ashkenazic machzor. Sephardic liturgies  
use an ancient, anonymous piyyut beginning  
“Atah Konanta Me’Olam.” The liturgies draw 
on the Mishnah’s re-envisioning of the Temple 
Yom Kippur service described in Leviticus 16. 
In that text, the goal of Yom Kippur ritual is 
to cleanse the sanctuary from impurities. In 
Mishnah Yoma, it is the community itself that is 
to be purified. Since, according to the Mishnah, 
atonement involves confession, the Yoma text 
provides the High Priest with confessions over 
the various offerings. It is the High Priest’s pro-
nunciation of YHWH, the ineffable divine name, 
during these confessions and the witnesses’ re-
sponses to hearing it that take center stage in 
Avodah liturgies, not the sacrifices. 

Classically, the Avodah is not just narrated. 
It is enacted. The worshipers themselves become 
the witnesses to the High Priest’s confessions, 
prostrate themselves, and respond, “Barukh 
shem kvod malkhuto l’olam va’ed,” as if they 
had just heard the lost divine name. Communal 
enactments are powerfully convincing ways of 
encountering God, as my childhood memory at-
tests. Ritual enactments rely on reframings and 
reinterpretation to persuade worshipers to act, 
because if they find the content irrelevant, irra-
tional, or incomprehensible, some worshippers 
will simply refuse to participate.  

All Avodah liturgies begin by framing the 
significance of the priestly ritual, because they 
must establish why it remains important and 
relevant. The classical poems recount the cre-
ation and early biblical history, setting the High 
Priest’s service into the very fabric of the uni-
verse. The Avodah in the Reform movement’s 
machzor, Gates of Repentance, reworks the 
creation prologue, emphasizing the distinctive 
powers and moral obligations of human be-
ings and the special mission and redemptive 
role of the people Israel. Both the Conservative 
and Reconstructionist Avodah services begin 
with a Hasidic teaching from S. Ansky’s play 
The Dybbuk (see pages 12-13). It asserts that 
wherever a person looks toward heaven is 
the Holy of Holies, that every day is a Day of 
Atonement, and that everyone is a High Priest. 
These prologues individualize and universalize 

An Extraordinary Light 
R A C H E L  A D L E R

The Musaf progresses from concern with self, to family,  
to the Jewish people, and to all humanity —  

a contemporary liberal ethic of relationships.
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the meaning of the Avodah and offer it for ordi-
nary people to appropriate. 

To make the Avodah accessible, non-
Orthodox prayer books often also shorten 
and excerpt the difficult liturgies of the past,  
although all retain the High Priest’s confes-
sions. Interpretive translations are an impor-
tant feature. The Reconstructionist Avodah is 
not even a separate service; instead, pieces 
of it are woven into a restructured Musaf that 
progresses from concern with self, to family, 
to the Jewish people, and to all humanity — a 

contemporary liberal ethic of relationships.
The conclusion of the classical Avodah de-

scribes the joy and relief of a world renewed and 
set right, a world we do not inhabit. Nevertheless, 
in multiple contemporary versions, we are drawn 
to reenact this story in which sin can be acknowl-
edged and purged and the slate wiped clean, and 
to re-envision repeatedly a process of contrition 
and renewal over which the ineffable name of 
God echoes. And if we are lucky enough to be 
part of a solid communal reenactment, it will 
feel as if it has always been this way.	

I was initially intrigued when asked to reflect 
on what it means to be “called” to one’s 
work as a rabbi — and then I was surprised 

by the layers of internal resistance I faced as I 
sat down to respond to the question.   

First, I encountered the cultural baggage: 
The language of religious calling is more 
popular in American Christian circles than in 
Jewish ones, and so it feels a bit foreign to my 
ear, even though the idea of “calling” is cer-
tainly present in the Hebrew Bible and other 
classical Jewish sources. 

  Second, I noticed the theological bag-
gage: I don’t trust people who are absolutely 
sure that they are doing what God wants of 
them. When people describe their work in the 
world — as rabbis, or anything else — as a 
response to a divine call, it makes me ner-
vous.  I hear hints of certainty and grandiosity  
that I find unsettling at best.   

Third, I faced the emotional baggage: To 
reflect on whether I feel “called” to my work 
in the rabbinate is, on some level, to reflect on 
how I feel about what I have done and am doing 
with my life. I love my work, and find it engag-
ing and enlivening on most days — but am I 
certain that this is what I am “called” to do in 
this world?  The question feels intensely per-
sonal and scary, because the stakes are so high.    

In spite of my resistance, I’m drawn to this 
question of “calling.” I don’t want to make the 
mistake that we so often make as Jews — di-
minishing our own religious vocabulary and ex-
perience by distancing ourselves from language 
that we have come to view as Christian and 
therefore un-Jewish. I don’t want to relinquish 
a religious category that has potential value 
because it has been tarnished by theological  

arrogance. And I certainly don’t want to avoid 
asking an important spiritual question of myself 
because the emotional stakes are too high.  

The language of “calling” is compelling, I 
think, because it speaks to the human long-
ing to live a life that matters to another (or to 
an Other). In the words of the late Israeli poet 
Yehuda Amichai:   

“But the greatest desire of all is to be
 In the dream of another 
To feel a slight pull, like reins, 
To feel a heavy pull, like chains.” 1 
I became a rabbi because I wanted to 

feel that pull — sometimes slight, sometimes 
heavy — of belonging.   From a young age, I 
felt claimed — by God, by Torah, by the Jewish 
people — and I have always treasured that feel-
ing, even when I have strained against it, even 
when I have been tugged in other directions.   

The longing to live a life that matters is uni-
versal, but it is not generic. It is deeply personal 
and particular. In many Hasidic teachings, this 
idea is powerfully conveyed through the lan-
guage of “shlichut” — the idea that every per-
son is “sent” to this world to fulfill a unique 
and particular purpose. (We might consider the 
different nuances of being “called” and being 
“sent.”) Rabbi Sholom Noach Berezovsky 
writes eloquently on this topic in a teaching on 
avodat haShem (service of God) in his collected 
works, Netivot Shalom: “Every individual is a 
small world unto himself… No person has ever 

The Beginning of Service
S H A R O N  C O H E N  A N I S F E L D 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1 These lines are from “The Greatest 
Desire of All” in Yehuda Amichai:  
A Life of Poetry, 1948-1994, page 438.continued on next page

Our avodah — our deepest service in this world — 
flows from this awareness of and attention to what 
we lack and how we love. 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been identical to another person since the cre-
ation of the world, and therefore each and every 
person has a special shlichut, a distinctive pur-
pose for which he was sent… The beginning of 
all avodah, all service, is discovering for what 
particular purpose one was sent to this world.”   

Needless to say, the task of discerning our 
particular purpose is not simple, and our re-
sponsibility to the world does not remain static. 
According to the Netivot Shalom, it requires 
that we pay close attention — in every hour 
and season of our lives — both to our greatest 
struggles and our greatest strengths.  We each 
have places within ourselves that are in need 
of deep repair — limitations we will wrestle 
with throughout our lives. And we each have 
our own distinct talents, our particular ways of 
serving God. Our avodah — our deepest service 

in this world — flows from this awareness of 
and attention to what we lack and how we 
love. It is possible only if we open ourselves 
to difficulty as well as to delight. If we see our 
difficulties as failures, we lose our capacity to 
grow. If we dismiss our delights as distractions, 
we lose our capacity to give.   

The role of the contemporary rabbi is 
expanding and being redefined in all kinds 
of ways — some inspiring and some decid-
edly uninspiring.  Amidst the ever-growing 
demands on our time and energy, we would 
do well to return to the understanding of  
avodat haShem offered by the Netivot Shalom 
and ask: Are we drawing on our deepest 
struggles and strengths to be of service to our 
world? And are we inviting those we serve to 
do the same?	  

At the beginning of the book of Exodus, 
God’s people are enslaved to a false 
god; by the book’s end, they have been 

liberated to serve the real One. 
The king of Egypt is not just a brutal task-

master; he is a brazen and delusional despot: 
“My Nile is my own,” he declares; “I made 
it for myself.” (Ezekiel 29:3) A medieval mi-
drash imagines him going even further in his 
insolence: “I have no need of God,” he says; “I 
created myself.” (Midrash HaGadol to Exodus 
5:2) For Pharaoh, grandiosity and cruelty go 
hand-in-hand: neither knows any limits at all. 
In response to the request Moses and Aaron 
make for a brief opportunity to worship God 
in the wilderness, Pharaoh places more and 
more onerous burdens on his increasingly 
desperate slaves. He disdainfully condemns 
Moses and Aaron for wanting to cause the 
Israelites to desist from their labors — and, 
tellingly, the word the narrator places in his 
mouth is “hishbatem” (Exodus 5:5), from the 
same root as the word Shabbat, a day of rest. 
The reader knows this is intended to acknowl-
edge that God, and God alone, is the Creator. 
(Exodus 20:11) Thus, in upbraiding Moses 
and Aaron for wanting to give the Israelites 
a Sabbath, Pharaoh unwittingly reveals the 
vast gulf separating avdut — enslavement to 
a human master — from avodah — dignified 
service to the God of Israel.

Exodus begins with the Israelites forced to 
build cities for a human king who views them 
as a potential threat to his rule and treats them 
accordingly; it ends with the people engaged 
in building a tabernacle (mishkan) in which 
the God who has redeemed them can dwell. 
This trajectory is crucial to Jewish theology: 
The people move from “perverted work, de-
signed by Pharaoh to destroy God’s people… 
[to] divinely mandated work, designed to bring 
together God and God’s people, in the clos-
est proximity possible in this life.” 1 As slaves 
in Egypt, the Israelites work without respite 
against their will. When they build the taberna-
cle, in stark contrast, Moses asks for voluntary 
contributions: “Take from among you gifts to 
the Lord; everyone whose heart so moves him 
shall bring them.” (Exodus 35:5) Finally freed 
from slavery, the Israelites are slowly being 
taught that there is a form of service radically 
different from slavery, one that honors and 
nurtures one’s sense of agency rather than de-
grading it and whittling it away.

Not surprisingly, then, as Moses lays out 
instructions for how to build the tabernacle, 
he starts by invoking Shabbat: “On six days, 
work may be done, but on the seventh day, 
you shall have a sabbath of complete rest 
(Shabbat Shabbaton), holy to the Lord…” 
(Exodus 35:2) An unbridgeable chasm divides 
enslavement to a human tyrant and service to 

From ‘Avdut’ to ‘Avodah’:  
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Here is a definition of avodah zara  
(idolatry): any behavior that needs its 
own 12-step program.

The pathological dimensions of workahol-
ism are signaled in the word itself: taken from 
the lexicon of addiction, the word is meant to 
convey the sense that a normative behavior — 
in this case, the commitment to one’s job — has 
tilted into the realm of compulsion. Whatever 
one’s impetus to work hard; whatever one’s 
pleasure in feeling that one makes a difference 
to the project or the world; whatever one’s sat-
isfaction in meeting expectations, completing 
tasks, and achieving goals — all of this is over-
taken by the obsessive urge to be working. 

The Torah describes the Israelites’ time in 
Egypt and their transformation from workers to 
slaves as a slippery process. Because Pharaoh’s 
manipulation was deliberate, the slave may not 
have known exactly when work, avodah, became  
enslavement, avdut. 

Today, the transition from work to 
workaholism may also be blurred. Since the 

“master” is internal, the manipulation is un-
conscious. Workaholism generally includes 
specific consequences to the behavior: de-
terioration of relationships with family and 
friends, decreased attention to “outside inter-
ests,” and diminished self-care. Self-imposed 
(though often experienced as involuntary) en-
slavement to one’s work seems to offer an il-
lusion of some “freedom” from the challenges 
presented in those other realms.

The dangers of avdut — literal or meta-
phoric enslavement — can be measured in the 
diminishment of the worker’s body, mind, and 
soul. The cycle is vicious; the physical toll, the 
reduced mental space, and the existential angst 
that fills the limited downtime all serve to rein-
force the distorted worldview of the enslaved. 
When one is confined in a narrow place, mitz-
rayim (the biblical name for Egypt that also 
means “narrow straits” or “distress”), the tun-
nel vision that comes from such a severe imbal-
ance of life’s experiences supports the feelings 

continued on next page

the God of creation and covenant: Whereas, 
as we saw above, the former prohibits even 
a moment of Shabbat, the latter actually 
mandates and regularizes it. If, in serving 
Pharaoh, the Israelites were stripped of their 
dignity, in serving God, they will have it af-
firmed. Moreover, they will be charged with 
affirming it themselves. God commands them 
to take their own dignity seriously.

Is Shabbat about affirming that God, and 
God alone, is God, or is Shabbat a testimony to 
human dignity and the importance of rest? The 
biblical answer is that it is both. The Bible sees no 
contradiction between a day aimed at affirming  
God as sovereign over the entirety of creation  
and a day aimed at insisting that everyone, in-
cluding slaves male and female, is entitled and 
obligated to rest. (Exodus 20:10) Observing 
Shabbat is a claim about who the Israelites 
serve, but also, and crucially, about how the 
One they serve understands and treats them. 
Therein lies a key difference between service 
to God and enslavement to a human pretender: 
Whereas the latter systematically dehumanizes 
his subjects, the former values and cherishes 
them. Work and service come in dignified and 
degrading versions; the Bible is, in part, about a 

journey from the latter toward the former.
It is critical to emphasize that the journey 

the Israelites take — from one building project 
to another — transforms them from slaves of 
an earthly ruler to servants of a Heavenly One. 
Freedom, as imagined by the book of Exodus, 
is decidedly not about casting off the burdens 
of service altogether. In fact, it says a great deal 
about our secularized society and its often-im-
poverished conceptions of freedom, that while 
we often cite the demand that Pharaoh “let my 
people go!” we omit the telos of that call, “that 
they may serve Me.” Perhaps we should make 
the point differently: The Torah is passionately 
concerned with a journey from slavery to free-
dom, but it imagines freedom in ways that are 
different from (one is tempted to say antithetical 
to) the ways freedom is commonly spoken of 
in contemporary terms, in capitalist, consumer-
ist America. Doing whatever I want whenever 
I want, is arguably not freedom at all, but en-
slavement to impulse. The depths of freedom 
are discovered not in self-assertion but in rare 
moments of authentic self-transcendence. 
Authentic freedom, Jewish theology insists, is 
found in service to something (and Someone) 
greater than oneself.2	  

2 It should, though, be noted that we 
must tread carefully here, because, 
as Isaiah Berlin famously warned, 
invocations of positive liberty are a 
favored tool of totalitarians — and, we 
ought to add, of religious bullies of all 
stripes. Once some people presume to 
know who other people really are deep 
down, and thus to have greater insight 
than they into what they truly want, the 
very real danger of political oppression 
in the name of “self-mastery” or some 
purportedly higher freedom emerges 
in full force. This sobering fact, all too 
often ignored by religious apologists, 
points to a crucial line we moderns 
ought to uphold: Invocations of self-
transcendence and of more authentic, 
deeper, truer selves must rely on 
persuasion rather than force. We should 
allow people the freedom to discover 
what we insist is their true freedom.

Breaking Idle 
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of inevitability that accompany all “choices” 
that are made. The slippery slope where avodah 
becomes avodah zara is but a few steps away. 

The Hebrew word “zara” literally means 
“foreign” or “strange,” but in the rabbinic idiom, 
“avodah zara” — usually translated as “idol wor-
ship” — is shorthand for the beliefs and practices 
of “the other.” (Any “other,” but in the rabbinic 
era, this primarily referred to pantheists, polythe-
ists, and early Christians). Biblical caricatures of 
idolatry aside, we need look no further than ini-
tial attempts to serve the God of Israel to uncover 
the fault line between avodah and zara in the 
realm of Israelite worship.

The object lesson of the golden calf makes 
clear that anything — even worshiping the God 
of Israel — can become idolatrous. After Moses 
(their one tangible link to God) disappears atop 
the mountain, the Israelites — in their desire to 
find God’s presence in their midst — concretize 
their yearnings in the form of the golden calf. 

How does the construction of the calf differ 
from the Israelites’ next great building project 
— the mishkan (the portable sanctuary used 
during the years of wandering)? Both are at-
tempts to concretize the same abstract concept 
— to locate God’s presence in their midst. Both 
make use of avodat yad, literally, the work of 
the hand: artisanship for the purpose of wor-
ship. Both provide opportunities for creative 
expression to function as a spiritual practice. 
Both seem like communal labors of love. And 

yet, only the golden calf was considered avo-
dah zara, idolatrous. 

Certainly, the creation of the mishkan at 
God’s command, as opposed to the human ini-
tiative behind the golden calf predisposed God 
toward the mishkan. But divine initiation is not 
enough to warrant the distinction. More signifi-
cantly, the mishkan served as a container for 
the people’s projections without conflating the 
symbol with its referent, God. And the solid 
mass of metal that comprised the golden calf-
could only reflect what those who surrounded it 
projected onto it, inverting and perverting both 
the understanding of God and the concept of 
avodah by desiring God to be of service to them. 
We can easily dismiss as primitive the exces-
sive literalism of locating God in an object (as in 
the calf) or even in a particular space (as in the 
mishkan). From our perspective, it all seems so 
obvious — the God of Israel cannot be reduced 
to any one thing or contained in any one place

Neither can our lives. The workaholic 
— or anyone who struggles at times with a 
serious lack of balance in life — may per-
ceive the world as a narrow place affording 
few choices, offering but a single way to sur-
vive amidst an existential emptiness. Just as 
the physical slavery of the ancient Israelites 
in Egypt and the individual’s experience of 
addiction are both described as avdut, both 
the avodah zara of idol worshippers and the 
avodah zara of obsession are also analogous. 
An obsessive focus on people, objects, ideas, 
ideals, and even deeply held values may lead 
us into the proverbial tunnel of tunnel vision, 
where the tunnel becomes a mishkan for good 
intentions that ultimately serve no one. 	  

The object lesson of the golden calf makes clear  
that anything — even worshiping the God of Israel —  

can become idolatrous.

As the High Holy Days approach and 
I engage in the process of heshbon 
ha’nefesh, soul accounting, among the 

sources I turn to are the teachings of the Hasidic 
masters, particularly those of the founders of 
this  great spiritual revival movement. I was 
introduced to the sermons and stories of these 
masters as a child, and they continue to nourish 
and challenge me today. 

One of the elements of this popular mystical 
tradition that I find especially helpful is the focus 
on spiritual integration. The Hasidic masters  
insist that we seek to fashion a life of holiness 

in which we carefully consider how to serve 
God, not only in the synagogue or study hall, 
but also in the marketplace, in the fields, and 
at home. The Hasidim lived within the frame-
work of traditional halakhah (Jewish law) and 
sought to extend their religious activities into 
those areas not included in the already wide-
ranging system of mitzvot. The ultimate chal-
lenge, as they saw it, was to try and create a 
continuous connection with God (devekut) in 
all times and places. This spiritual aspiration  
is based on a theological worldview that 
stresses the radical immanence of God in all of 

My Body, My Self: Avodah Be’gashmiut
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creation. If God’s glory “fills the whole earth” 
(Isaiah 6:3), then we must seek out “holy 
sparks” throughout our lives. The Hasidic 
masters speak openly about the challenges of 
maintaining one’s spiritual focus, but they call 
on us to maintain a connection even in times 
of confusion and struggle (katnut). 

In presenting their vision of this holistic 
devotional posture, the rebbes often speak of 
avodah be’gashmiut, “service through materi-
ality.” Much of this work has to do with devel-
oping a God-centered consciousness. What is 
my intention when I eat and drink, when I con-
verse with family and friends, or when I make 
love to my spouse? Are my actions mindless, 
do I seek only immediate gratification, or is 
there a higher purpose to what I do? How can I 
“uplift” these acts and sanctify these moments? 

Avodah be’gashmiut is a complex mystical  
idea that has been interpreted in different 
and sometimes conflicting ways by Hasidim 
and modern interpreters. For example, some 
texts encourage us to use the experience of 
physical pleasure to stimulate divine service. 
Other sources insist that the true devotee 
should pay no attention to his/her physical  
pleasure and focus exclusively on bringing plea-
sure to God. Rather than delve into those dif-
ferences here, I want to share a brief personal 
reflection on this practice.  

In adapting the concept of avodah 
be’gashmiut in my own life, one area in which 
I am struggling is my relationship with my 
body. At age 39, I am more than 50 pounds 
overweight; I take several medications to help 
regulate my blood pressure and cholesterol, 
and I rarely exercise. Though I can cite under-
standable reasons for my health issues — ge-
netics, long work hours, and young children 
— I also recognize that a significant part of the 
problem is my increasing alienation from my 
own physical body. While I regularly read illu-
minating Hasidic and other spiritual teachings 
about mindful eating and walking practices, I 
have yet to embody these insights meaning-
fully. In my attempts to grow as an intellectual 
and as an educator over the last two decades, I 
have gradually adopted a set of very unhealthy 
physical habits. Ironically, I think one of the 
issues underlying this imbalance is my fear of 
mortality and my drive to make some mean-
ingful professional contribution in the limited 
time available to me.          

I regard this alienation as a serious spiritual 
shortcoming, because I am not treating my body 

with the care and respect it deserves as a divine 
creation. I know my behavior affects others in 
my life — primarily my family and friends — 
who spend too much time worrying about my 
physical wellbeing. As the father of young chil-
dren, I feel a particular responsibility to improve 
my health so that I can be a more active pres-
ence in their lives for as long as possible. 

As part of my process of teshuvah, or re-
turn, this year, I am trying to think more care-

fully about my body — my gashmiut — as a 
vessel for sacred action at home and in the 
world. And so, with great difficulty, I am at-
tempting to be more conscious of what I eat 
and why I eat it. I am also recommitting myself  
to exercising and playing outdoors with my 
children. I cannot disregard my body as I sit 
and pore over holy books, plan new courses, 
and wax poetic about the importance of living 
an integrated spiritual life. 

Of course, even as I write these words, I 
hear the ba’al davar (the inner voice of dissua-
sion and accusation) cynically telling me that I 
am not up to the task: “How many diets have 
you tried? How many exercise videos do you 
own?” I will try again, reminding myself that at 
the root of the word “hasid” is “hesed” (loving-
kindness). The goal is not to berate myself, but 
to honestly and compassionately take respon-
sibility for my life as I seek to serve as an eved 
HaShem (a servant of God). 	   
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The description of the Avodah service, 
the “work” that the High Priest would 
engage in on Yom Kippur, is the cen-

terpiece of the Musaf service. It is primarily a 
piyyut, a poem, written in the tenth century by 
Meshullam ben Kalonymos. The poem is frag-
mented by three confessions that the High Priest 
makes in the Temple while performing the spe-
cial services of the Day of Atonement. 

Hearing this poem-prayer invites the individ-
ual to enter the process of self-seeking. As we shall 
see, it is a process that requires “work,” reflection, 
and thoughtful scrutiny of self. This process is cru-
cial to one’s presenting one’s self by name. (And 
we will see that one’s “name” is important.)

The three confessions, as described in the 
prayer (based on the Mishnah and Talmud), 
open each time with the words: “Please, 
O, God I have sinned,” using “The Name” 
(HaShem) to refer to God. After listing differ-
ent types of sins, the High Priest requests for-
giveness and atonement, opening again with 
a similar formula: “Please, O, God, please for-
give the sins...” using again “The Name.” To 
augment his request, the Priest would quote 
a verse from Leviticus 16 that also appears in 
each of the three confessions in the prayer: 
“For on this day God will grant you atonement 
to cleanse you from all your sins; before God 
you shall be cleansed (purified).” This time, 
God’s ineffable name is used. We do not know 
enough about the exact sound of the name of 
God that was uttered at those three moments, 
but, as we shall see, it clearly was unique and 
by the description of the response it elicited, 
was also quite significant. 

In each appearance in the poem-prayer, 
the verse’s flow is interrupted by a response of 
the audience upon hearing God’s name. So the 
poem-prayer includes the following lines three 
times: For on this day, God shall grant you 
atonement to cleanse you from all your sins; 
from all your sins shall you be clean before the 
Lord. And the priests and the people who were 
standing in the Temple court, upon hearing 
“The Name” in its glory and awesomeness, ex-
plicitly coming forth from the mouth of the High 
Priest would kneel, bow down, thank God, and 
fall on their faces, saying “Barukh shem kvod 
malkhuto l’olam va’ed,” “Bless ‘The Name’ of 
his glorious kingship forever.” The High Priest 

would lengthen the uttering of “The Name” and 
would respond with the last words of the verse, 
“You shall be cleansed (purified).”

I would like to focus on two biblical as-
sociations that give meaning to this calling of 
“The Name,” associations that provide guid-
ance and a framework for the “work” that 
Yom Kippur suggests.

After the children of Israel construct the 
golden calf, they engage in a long process of re-
connection, atonement, and covenantal renewal 
with God. The process is marked by Moses bring-
ing them the second tablets, which is thought to 
have taken place on the tenth day of the seventh 
month, Yom Kippur. At the meeting when Moses 
negotiates with God for the second tablet, names 
play a significant role. Moses turns to God and 
says: “You said to me, ‘I know you by name and 
I like you.’” (Exodus, 33:12) Moses associates 
God’s knowing him by name with God’s fond-
ness of him. The knowledge of another’s name 
is perceived as a deep acquaintance accompanied 
by acceptance and approval. 

Moses’ moving request to God at that mo-
ment focuses on making the relationship mutual. 
And God obliges, again associating the use of a 
name — in this case, “The Name,” the name 
of God — with an intimate meeting, a meeting 
that is a critical moment on the way to God’s 
feeling reaccepted by the people. “I will pass 
my entire being/goodness before you and call 
out My Name/the Name before you.” (Exodus 
33:19) God’s self-knowledge, on the one hand, 
and God’s willingness to share and be exposed, 
on the other, are foundational in enabling the re-
lationship with Moses to deepen. Having knowl-
edge of self and revealing it are encompassed by 
the use of one’s name, and are the basis for meet-
ing intimately and with acceptance. 

In Deuteronomy 6:12-13, Moses warns the 
children of Israel not only against taking what they 
have for granted, but also against forgetting God. 
In that warning, Moses tells the Israelites that the 
particular act that will protect them against forget-
ting is the use of God’s name. Using “The Name,” 
and names in general, protects against a danger 
often present in relationships — the danger of 
being forgotten or being taken for granted.

A more complete picture is now apparent: A 
lack of acquaintance with self is mirrored by a lack 
of acknowledgment, an absence of acceptance; a 
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The appeal of Jewish worship for me has 
always resided in its innate theatricality 
— not that we witness a spectacle, but 

that we participate in one. When I walk into 
any worship setting — toting my own prayer 
book or picking one up at the door — I feel like 
an actor at a reading of a play. Even if I know 
the text well, I don’t know what the show that 
night will be. I will only discover its mood, 
tempo, and climactic moments along the way, 
trying to approach ancient liturgy as any good 
actor would approach a well-rehearsed show: 
to speak each line as if for the first time.

The Avodah service, on the other hand, 
is a liturgical moment that places most of the 
congregation in the audience rather than on-
stage. Like the reading of the Torah, kriyat 
haTorah, it is storytelling — the purest and 
oldest form of theater. There are three acts of 
narrative that tell the story of the High Priest. 
Like the murder of Gonzago in Hamlet, the 
Avodah service is a play within a play. Perhaps 
because it feels more like theater than prayer, it 
has become the part of the Yom Kippur liturgy 
most commonly adapted or jettisoned on the 
arduous path from Kol Nidre to the break-fast. 
An exploration of its theatricality may restore 
its relevance to the rituals of teshuvah.

The liturgy of the Avodah service consists 
of two narratives, one center stage and the other 
backstage. Center stage is the setting for a ritual 
encounter between the people and God, facili-
tated by the High Priest. The people fall upon 
their faces upon hearing the divine name and 
they are miraculously cleansed of sin. Backstage 
is the setting for the private experience of the 
High Priest who, in his obligatory tasks, sweats 
through multiple costumes and intensifying lev-
els of consequence, accomplishing teshuvah for 
his family, his tribe, and his people. 

The High Priest’s actions are continuous 
and concentrated. We witness and perhaps 
read along with a recounting of the Temple 
worshippers’ experience, not in real time, but 
certainly in a prolonged tempo, compared to 
the intense speed with which we often chant 
prayers. We have no choice but to settle in 
for the experience. And yet, the multiple and 
concentric circles of theatricality make it a 
good drama: It’s harsh and bloody, and reality 
blends with the mysterious and inexplicable to 
accomplish the miraculous.

The theatrical dynamic is heightened by 
tension in the text. The Temple worshippers 
anticipate hearing the divine name and hear-
ing the litany of their sins. The High Priest, by 
comparison, is nervous, anxious, and abso-
lutely needing to get it right. Again: it is a play 
within a play within a play. The people expe-
rience a single prolonged moment of tension; 
the High Priest, on the other hand, experiences 
a series of nerve-wracking moments in which 
the wellbeing of his family, tribe, and people 
hang in the balance.

Perhaps the most remarkable moment in 
the liturgy is the one when spiritual and theatri-
cal coexist, when the High Priest needs to focus 
simultaneously on God and the people. It is the 
moment in which he utters the “Holy Name,” 
which he himself only speaks this one day each 
year, and he pronounces the people cleansed 
from sin. He reaches a moment of religious in-
tensity all his own. He times the moment so 
that — between speaking “The Name” and the 
verb titharu, “You shall be cleansed” — he gath-
ers the attention of all, the prostrated people and 
the divine, so that people recite “Barukh shem 
kvod malkhuto l’olam va’ed” before hearing him 
utter the magical word. 

When the Actor? When the Audience?
D A V I D  D U N N  B A U E R

continued on page 14

lack of self-recognition is reflected by not being 
recognized — being taken for granted. These are 
resolved by the use of names — a name that re-
flects to another how I understand myself or how 
the Other, God, presents Himself to people — a 
name that is necessary for meeting, knowing, and 
accepting. A moving double process takes place: A 
meeting and defining of self parallels and enables 
a meeting and a revealing to another. The hope 
is that these — self-knowledge and exposure — 

stem from and culminate in acceptance. 
The three confessions using God’s name 

are an invitation to engage in a process of self-
knowledge, an invitation to give one’s self a 
name and to share it, a name that will lead 
to acceptance of self by self and others, and 
maybe by the Other. This finding and sharing 
of names is our “work,” our “avodah,” our imi-
tatio Dei triggered by the “avodah,” the High 
Priest’s “work” on Yom Kippur.	  

Rabbi David Dunn Bauer, an 
alumnus of Yale University 
and the Reconstructionist 
Rabbinical College, is the 
first Jewish recipient of the 
Certificate in Sexuality and 
Religion from Pacific School 
of Religion in Berkeley, Calif. 
For two decades prior to 
his rabbinical studies, he 
directed opera and theater 
around the United States, 
Europe, and Israel. He 
has a private practice in 
queer spiritual counseling 
(queerspiritualcounseling.com) 
and teaches frequently about 
the links among sex, God, and 
queer experience. 



A
 W

h
at

 i
s 

th
e 

w
or

ld
 

of
 G

od
? 

Is
 it

 t
he

 w
or

ld
 

th
at

 G
od

 in
ha

bi
ts

? 
Is

 it
 

th
e 

w
or

ld
 o

ve
r 

w
h
ic

h 
G

od
 

h
as

 
d
om

in
io

n
? 

D
oe

s 
G

od
 m

ak
e 

th
is

 
w

or
ld

 g
re

at
 a

n
d 

h
ol

y 
or

 i
s 

th
e 

w
or

ld
 g

re
at

 
an

d 
h

ol
y 

be
ca

u
se

 
it

 
co

n
ta

in
s 

th
e 

pr
es

en
ce

 
of

 G
od

? —
Li

la
 K

ag
ed

an

B
 H

ol
in

es
s,

  
ke

du
sh

a,
 

is
 n

ot
 a

 s
ta

tic
 s

ta
te

 b
ut

 
a 

re
la

ti
on

al
 o

ne
. 

W
e 

de
si

gn
at

e 
ou

r 
be

lo
ve

d 
th

ro
ug

h 
ki

dd
us

hi
n;

 w
e 

el
ev

at
e 

th
e 

so
ul

s 
of

 o
ur

 
de

pa
rt

ed
 w

ith
 k

ad
di

sh
; 

an
d 

w
e 

sa
n
ct

if
y 

ou
r 

tim
e 

w
ith

 k
id

du
sh

, s
ur

-
ro

un
de

d 
by

 f
am

ily
 a

nd
 

fr
ie

nd
s.

 S
o,

 to
o,

 o
nl

y 
by

 
de

si
gn

at
in

g,
 e

le
va

tin
g,

 
an

d 
sa

nc
ti
fy

in
g 

Is
ra

el
 

an
d 

Je
ru

sa
le

m
 

w
it

h 
pr

es
en

ce
 o

f 
bo

dy
 a

nd
 

in
te

nt
io

n 
of

 m
in

d,
 d

o 
w

e 
cr

ea
te

 r
el

at
io

ns
hi

p 
an

d 
af

fir
m

 h
ol

in
es

s.
—

A
nd

y 
G

re
en

C
 

I 
p
ee

l 
aw

ay
 

th
e 

ou
te

r 
la

ye
rs

 a
s 

I 
se

ek
 

th
e 

H
ol

y 
of

 H
ol

ie
s 

in
 

m
y 

so
u
l,

 t
h
e 

co
re

 o
f 

m
y 

in
n

er
 

T
em

p
le

. 
W

h
en

 I
 s

ta
n
d 

at
 t

h
at

 
m

om
en

t,
 w

h
en

 I
 f

in
d 

th
e 

P
re

se
n
ce

 t
h
at

 r
e-

si
de

s 
in

si
de

 m
e,

 w
ha

t 
w

ill
 I

 s
ee

? 
H

ow
 w

ill
 I

 
be

co
m

e 
m

or
e 

w
or

th
y 

of
 t

ha
t 

Pr
es

en
ce

? 
—

H
ei

di
 H

oo
ve

r

D
 

N
o 

n
ee

d
 

fo
r 

a 
Le

vi
te

, 
th

er
e 

is
 h

ol
i-

n
es

s 
w

it
h
in

 m
e!

 G
od

-
gi

ve
n
 f

ro
m

 g
en

er
at

io
n
 t

o 
ge

n
er

at
io

n
, 

m
i 

do
r 

l’
do

r,
 h

ol
in

es
s 

re
n
de

rs
 m

y 
re

la
ti

on
sh

ip
 w

it
h
 G

od
 u

n
iq

u
e.

 N
ot

 b
ou

n
d 

by
 

ca
st

e,
 th

is
 h

ol
in

es
s 

gr
an

ts
 m

e 
a 

on
e-

on
-o

ne
 a

ud
ie

nc
e 

w
it

h 
th

e 
Et

er
na

l, 
pu

sh
es

 m
e 

to
 g

ra
sp

 a
t 

a 
na

m
e,

 c
ou

rs
es

 i
n 

m
y 

ve
in

s,
  

an
d 

co
m

m
an

ds
 d

ia
lo

gu
e.

 	
—

D
an

ie
l B

ar
-N

ah
um

 

E
 T

o 
op

en
 o

ne
se

lf
 t

o 
Sh

ab
ba

t,
 t

o 
re

st
 a

s 
G

od
 r

es
te

d 
af

te
r 

th
e 

cr
ea

ti
on

, 
is

 t
o 

ac
kn

ow
le

dg
e 

th
e 

pi
ec

e 
of

 m
e 

th
at

 i
s 

al
re

ad
y 

on
e 

w
it

h 
G

od
. 

W
he

n 
I 

se
ek

 f
or

gi
ve

ne
ss

 o
r 

at
on

em
en

t,
 I

 a
m

 
se

ek
in

g 
ul

ti
m

at
e 

co
nn

ec
ti

on
 —

 t
o 

re
pa

ir
 m

y 
re

la
ti

on
sh

ip
 w

it
h 

G
od

, 
bu

t 
al

so
 t

o 
re

co
nn

ec
t 

w
it

h 
m

y 
se

lf
. 

—
Em

ily
 B

ar
to

n 

F
 H

eb
re

w
 i

s 
la

sh
on

 h
a’

ko
de

sh
, 

a 
la

n
gu

ag
e 

m
ad

e 
h
ol

y 
by

 
tr

ad
it

io
n
 a

n
d 

lo
ve

. 
A

n
d 

ye
t,

 p
ra

ye
rs

 a
ri

se
 i

n
 a

ll
 t

on
gu

es
 

an
d
 

w
it

h
ou

t 
w

or
d
s:

 
E

ve
n

 
w

h
en

 
ga

te
s 

of
 

fo
rg

iv
en

es
s  

se
em

 c
lo

se
d 

to
 w

or
ds

, 
th

ey
 r

em
ai

n 
op

en
 t

o 
te

ar
s,

 a
ct

s,
 a

nd
 

pr
ay

er
fu

l 
si

le
nc

e.
 E

sp
ec

ia
lly

 o
n 

Y
om

 K
ip

pu
r,

 w
e 

ar
e 

ca
lle

d 
to

 
us

e 
w

or
ds

 to
 tr

an
sc

en
d 

w
or

ds
, f

or
 th

e 
In

ef
fa

bl
e 

T
ru

th
 is

 b
ey

on
d 

w
or

ds
 in

 a
ny

 la
ng

ua
ge

. 
—

D
av

id
 M

ar
ku

s

G
 T

h
e 

T
or

ah
 i

s 
th

e 
cu

lm
in

at
io

n
 

of
 

an
 

u
n

w
ri

tt
en

 
tr

ad
it

io
n 

pu
t 

in
to

 
w

ri
ti

n
g 

to
 

se
rv

e 
as

 a
 r

em
in

de
r 

of
 o

u
r 

im
pe

rf
ec

ti
on

s 
an

d 
ou

r 
he

ri
ta

ge
. 

T
he

 
T

en
 C

om
m

an
dm

en
ts

 
ar

e 
th

e 
m

os
t 

ba
si

c 
an

d 
fu

n
da

m
en

ta
l 

of
 

th
os

e 
u
n
w

ri
tt

en
 i

de
-

al
s,

 w
ith

ou
t w

hi
ch

 th
e 

T
or

ah
 w

ou
ld

 l
os

e 
it

s 
in

he
re

nt
 h

ol
in

es
s.

 
—

Ila
n 

Sc
hw

ar
tz

 

H
 “

T
he

 N
am

e”
 o

f G
od

 
(H

aS
h
em

) 
is

 
m

or
e 

th
an

 a
 w

or
d;

 i
t 

is
, 

in
 

an
d 

of
 i

ts
el

f,
 a

 w
or

ld
. 

“T
he

 N
am

e”
 o

f 
G

od
 is

 
un

pr
on

ou
nc

ea
bl

e 
an

d 
u

n
k
n

o
w

ab
le

; 
“T

h
e 

N
am

e”
 o

f G
od

 is
 fa

ith
-

fu
l, 

lo
ng

-s
uf

fe
ri

ng
, a

nd
 

et
er

na
l.
 “

T
he

 N
am

e”
 

w
as

 u
tt

er
ed

 b
y 

G
od

 a
t 

th
e 

bu
rn

in
g 

bu
sh

, 
by

 
M

os
es

 a
t 

Si
n
ai

, 
an

d 
by

 t
he

 H
ig

h 
Pr

ie
st

 i
n 

th
e 

H
ol

y 
of

 
H

ol
ie

s,
 

an
d 

it
 i

s 
u
tt

er
ed

 b
y 

ea
ch

 
of

 
u

s 
w

h
en

 

w
e 

b
ri

n
g 

th
ou

gh
t,

 
w

or
d,

 
an

d 
de

ed
 

to
-

ge
th

er
 i

n 
an

 e
ff

or
t 

to
 

re
pa

ir
 a

 b
ro

ke
n 

w
or

ld
 

w
he

re
 G

od
 i
s 

on
e 

an
d 

G
od

’s
 n

am
e 

is
 o

ne
.	

—
D

an
ie

l M
ill

ne
r

I
 C

al
l 

u
po

n
 a

n
 a

n
-

ci
en

t 
ri

tu
al

 t
h

at
 e

x-
po

se
s 

yo
u
r 

im
pe

rf
ec

t 
h

u
m

an
n

es
s 

to
 
ti

m
e,

 
sp

ac
e,

 
an

d
 

G
od

 
in

 
a 

u
n

if
ie

d
 

m
om

en
t.

  
Si

ns
, 

fo
ib

le
s,

 w
ro

ng
s,

 
m

is
ta

ke
s,

 a
n
d 

sh
or

t-
co

m
in

gs
 

ar
e 

al
l 

w
as

he
d 

cl
ea

n;
 w

ha
t 

is
 le

ft
 is

 t
he

 u
lt
im

at
e 

gi
ft

 f
ro

m
 t

he
 D

iv
in

e 
Pr

es
en

ce
 —

 a
no

th
er

 c
ha

nc
e 

to
 li

ve
 w

el
l. 

—
M

ic
ha

el
 S

he
fr

in

J
 I

s 
th

er
e 

in
de

ed
 a

 n
am

e 
so

 p
ow

er
fu

l?
 

T
he

 f
ou

r 
le

tt
er

s 
gl

ea
m

 l
ik

e 
ke

ys
 o

n 
a 

ri
ng

 t
ha

t 
w

ill
 o

pe
n 

ev
er

y 
pr

is
on

 d
oo

r 
in

 o
ne

 b
re

at
h.

Y
es

! 
C

al
l 

ou
t 

th
e 

G
od

-n
am

e 
in

 y
ou

r 
n
am

e,
 a

ls
o 

in
 t

h
e 

na
m

e 
of

 th
e 

on
e 

w
ho

 s
ca

rr
ed

 y
ou

, a
nd

 in
 th

e 
na

m
e 

of
 th

e 
on

e 
yo

u 
sc

ar
re

d.
U

n
lo

ck
 w

it
h
 m

e 
fo

rg
iv

en
es

s:
 R

ig
h
t 

h
er

e,
 r

ig
h
t 

n
ow

, 
fa

ll 
do

w
n 

an
d 

sa
y 

it
 a

ll.
 

—
Ta

m
ar

a 
C

oh
en

Li
la

 K
ag

ed
an

 is
 a

 s
tu

de
nt

 
at

 Y
es

hi
va

t M
ah

ar
at

 a
nd

 
Ha

rv
ar

d 
Un

ive
rs

ity
. S

he
 is

 a
n 

ed
uc

at
or

 a
nd

 c
lin

ic
al

 e
th

ic
is

t 
wi

th
 a

 s
pe

ci
al

 in
te

re
st

 in
 

gl
ob

al
 h

ea
lth

 s
et

tin
gs

.

An
dy

 G
re

en
 is

 a
 fo

ur
th

-
ye

ar
 s

tu
de

nt
 a

t t
he

 Z
ie

gl
er

 
Sc

ho
ol

 o
f R

ab
bi

ni
c 

St
ud

ie
s 

at
 A

m
er

ic
an

 Je
wi

sh
 

Un
iv

er
si

ty
 in

 L
os

 A
ng

el
es

. 

Ra
bb

i H
ei

di
 H

oo
ve

r, 
a 

re
ce

nt
 

gr
ad

ua
te

 o
f t

he
 A

ca
de

m
y 

fo
r J

ew
is

h 
Re

lig
io

n,
 is

 
th

e 
sp

iri
tu

al
 le

ad
er

 o
f 

Te
m

pl
e 

Be
th

 E
m

et
h 

v’O
hr

 
Pr

og
re

ss
ive

 S
ha

ar
i Z

ed
ek

 in
 

Br
oo

kl
yn

, N
.Y

.

Ra
bb

i D
an

ie
l B

ar
-N

ah
um

 
is

 h
ea

d 
ra

bb
i a

nd
 d

ire
ct

or
 

of
 e

du
ca

tio
n 

at
  T

em
pl

e 
Em

an
u-

El
 o

f E
as

t M
ea

do
w,

 
in

 E
as

t M
ea

do
w,

 N
.Y

. 

Em
ily

 B
ar

to
n 

is
 a

 th
ird

-
ye

ar
 ra

bb
in

ic
al

 s
tu

de
nt

 
at

 th
e 

Je
wi

sh
 T

he
ol

og
ic

al
 

Se
m

in
ar

y.

Da
vi

d 
M

ar
ku

s 
is

 a
 s

en
io

r 
ra

bb
in

ic
al

 s
tu

de
nt

 in
 th

e 
AL

EP
H 

(J
ew

is
h 

Re
ne

wa
l) 

or
di

na
tio

n 
pr

og
ra

m
, 

an
d 

as
so

ci
at

e 
sp

iri
tu

al
 

le
ad

er
 a

t T
em

pl
e 

Be
th

-E
l 

of
 C

ity
 Is

la
nd

, N
.Y

. 
(y

ou
rs

hu
lb

yt
he

se
a.

or
g)

.   
By

 d
ay

, h
e 

se
rv

es
 a

s 
a 

ju
di

ci
al

 re
fe

re
e 

in
 N

ew
  

Yo
rk

’s
 S

up
re

m
e 

Co
ur

t,  
Ni

nt
h 

Ju
di

ci
al

 D
is

tri
ct

.  

Ila
n 

Sc
hw

ar
tz

 is
 a

 fo
ur

th
-

ye
ar

 s
tu

de
nt

 a
t t

he
 Z

ie
gl

er
 

Sc
ho

ol
 o

f R
ab

bi
ni

c 
St

ud
ie

s 
at

 th
e 

Am
er

ic
an

 Je
wi

sh
 

Un
iv

er
si

ty
 in

 L
os

 A
ng

el
es

. 

Da
ni

el
 M

ill
ne

r, 
a 

fo
ur

th
-

ye
ar

 ra
bb

in
ic

al
 s

tu
de

nt
 a

t 
Ye

sh
iva

t C
ho

ve
ve

i T
or

ah
 

in
 th

e 
Br

on
x, 

se
rv

es
 a

s 
th

e 
YC

T 
ra

bb
in

ic
 in

te
rn

 a
t t

he
 

He
br

ew
 In

st
itu

te
 o

f R
ive

rd
al

e 
an

d 
at

 C
on

gr
eg

at
io

n 
Be

th
 

Is
ra

el
 in

 B
er

ke
le

y,
 C

al
if.

 
M

ill
ne

r a
ls

o 
pr

ou
dl

y 
se

rv
es

 
as

 a
 c

ha
pl

ai
n 

ca
nd

id
at

e 
in

 
th

e 
U.

S.
 N

av
y.

M
ic

ha
el

 S
he

fri
n,

 a
 th

ird
-

ye
ar

 ra
bb

in
ic

al
 s

tu
de

nt
 

at
 th

e 
He

br
ew

 U
ni

on
 

Co
lle

ge
-J

ew
is

h 
In

st
itu

te
 o

f 
Re

lig
io

n 
in

 L
os

 A
ng

el
es

, 
se

rv
es

 a
s 

st
ud

en
t r

ab
bi

 a
t 

Co
ng

re
ga

tio
n 

B’
na

i D
av

id
 in

 
Vi

sa
lia

, C
al

if.

Ta
m

ar
a 

Co
he

n 
is

 a
 

fo
ur

th
-y

ea
r s

tu
de

nt
 a

t t
he

 
Re

co
ns

tru
ct

io
ni

st
 R

ab
bi

ni
ca

l 
Co

lle
ge

 in
 W

yn
co

te
, P

a.
, a

nd
 

a 
wr

ite
r, 

an
 a

ct
ivi

st
, a

nd
 a

n 
ed

uc
at

or
. 

Ea
ch

 o
f t

he
se

 w
rit

er
s 

is
 in

vo
lv

ed
 w

ith
 R

ab
bi

s 
W

ith
ou

t B
or

de
rs

, a
 p

ro
gr

am
 

of
 C

LA
L:

 T
he

 N
at

io
na

l 
Je

wi
sh

 C
en

te
r f

or
 L

ea
rn

in
g 

an
d 

Le
ad

er
sh

ip
 (C

LA
L.

or
g)

.

A
 T

he
 w

or
ld

 o
f G

od
 is

 g
re

at
 a

nd
 h

ol
y!

B
 O

f a
ll 

th
e 

la
nd

s 
of

 t
he

 w
or

ld
, t

he
 L

an
d 

of
 Is

ra
el

  
w

as
 s

et
 a

si
de

 to
 b

e 
ho

ly
 fo

r u
s;

an
d 

in
 t

he
 L

an
d 

of
 Is

ra
el

, t
he

 h
ol

ie
st

 c
ity

 is
 J

er
us

al
em

.
C
 In

 J
er

us
al

em
, t

he
 h

ol
ie

st
 p

la
ce

 w
as

 t
he

 H
ol

y 
Te

m
pl

e;
 

an
d 

th
e 

ho
lie

st
 s

ite
 in

 t
he

 T
em

pl
e 

w
as

 t
he

 H
ol

y 
of

 H
ol

ie
s…

D
 …

Th
er

e 
ar

e 
70

 n
at

io
ns

, a
nd

 o
f t

he
m

, I
sr

ae
l  

w
as

 s
et

 a
si

de
 t
o 

be
 h

ol
y 

un
to

 G
od

.
Th

e 
ho

lie
st

 o
f t

he
 p

eo
pl

e 
Is

ra
el

 is
 t

he
 t

rib
e 

of
 t

he
 L

ev
ite

s.
Th

e 
ho

lie
st

 o
f t

he
 L

ev
ite

s 
ar

e 
th

e 
pr

ie
st

s;
An

d 
am

on
g 

th
e 

pr
ie

st
s,

 t
he

 h
ol

ie
st

 w
as

 t
he

 H
ig

h 
Pr

ie
st

.

E
 …

An
d 

th
e 

ho
lie

st
 o

f t
he

 S
ha

bb
at

ot
 is

  
th

e 
D

ay
 o

f A
to

ne
m

en
t.

F
 …

Th
er

e 
ar

e 
70

 la
ng

ua
ge

s 
in

 t
he

 w
or

ld
, 

an
d 

of
 t

he
m

, H
eb

re
w

 w
as

 c
ho

se
n 

as
 o

ur
 h

ol
y 

to
ng

ue
.

G
 T

he
 h

ol
ie

st
 o

f a
ll 

th
in

gs
 w

rit
te

n…
 is

 t
he

 T
or

ah
.

…
th

e 
ho

lie
st

 p
ar

t 
is

 t
he

 T
en

 C
om

m
an

dm
en

ts
.

H
 A

nd
 t

he
 h

ol
ie

st
 o

f a
ll 

th
e 

w
or

ds
 in

 t
he

 
Te

n 
C

om
m

an
dm

en
ts

 is
 t

he
 n

am
e 

of
 G

od
.

I
 A

t a
 c

er
ta

in
 h

ou
r, 

on
 a

 c
er

ta
in

 d
ay

 o
f t

he
 y

ea
r, 

 
al

l t
he

se
 fo

ur
 h

ol
in

es
s 

m
et

 to
ge

th
er

.
Th

is
 to

ok
 p

la
ce

 o
n 

th
e 

D
ay

 o
f A

to
ne

m
en

t,
  

at
 t
he

 h
ou

r w
he

n 
th

e 
H

ig
h 

Pr
ie

st
 e

nt
er

ed
 t
he

 H
ol

y 
of

 H
ol

ie
s 

 
an

d 
th

er
e 

re
ve

al
ed

 t
he

 d
iv

in
e 

na
m

e.

J
 A

nd
 if

 h
e 

in
vo

ke
d 

G
od

’s
 n

am
e 

in
 p

ur
ity

,  
al

l o
f I

sr
ae

l w
as

 fo
rg

iv
en

.

Ev
er

y 
hu

m
an

 b
ei

ng
 c

re
at

ed
 b

y 
G

od
  

in
 G

od
’s

 o
w

n 
im

ag
e 

is
 a

 H
ig

h 
Pr

ie
st

.
Ea

ch
 d

ay
 o

f a
 p

er
so

n’
s 

lif
e 

is
 t

he
 D

ay
 o

f A
to

ne
m

en
t…

Ea
ch

 o
f u

s 
ca

n 
fa

ce
 G

od
 w

ith
 t

he
 la

ng
ua

ge
 o

f t
he

 h
ea

rt
.

Ea
ch

 o
f u

s 
ca

n 
be

 fo
rg

iv
en

.
Ea

ch
 o

ne
 o

f u
s 

ca
n 

ac
hi

ev
e 

at
on

em
en

t 
an

d 
 

be
 m

ad
e 

pu
re

 in
 t

he
 e

ye
s 

of
 G

od
.

FR
O

M
 S

. 
A

N
S

K
Y’

S
 “

TH
E 

D
YB

B
U

K
” 

Tr
an

sl
at

ed
 b

y 
Ra

bb
i E

dw
ar

d 
Fe

ld
. R

ep
rin

te
d 

wi
th

 p
er

m
is

si
on

 fr
om

 M
ah

zo
r L

ev
 S

ha
le

m
, 

©
Ra

bb
in

ic
al

 A
ss

em
bl

y,
 2

01
0,

 p
. 3

26
.

Fa
ci

ng
 G

od
 in

 O
ur

 O
w

n 
La

ng
ua

ge
S.

 A
n
sk

y 
w

as
 a

 J
ew

is
h 

pl
ay

w
ri

gh
t 

an
d 

et
hn

og
ra

ph
er

 b
or

n
 i

n
 R

us
si

a 
w

ho
se

 m
os

t 
fa

m
ou

s 
w

or
k 

w
as

 “
T

he
 D

yb
bu

k.
” 

T
he

 p
la

y,
 f

ir
st

 p
er

fo
rm

ed
 i

n
 

W
ar

sa
w

 i
n
 1

92
0 

an
d 

st
ill

 p
er

fo
rm

ed
 t

od
ay

, 
te

lls
 t

he
 s

to
ry

 o
f 

a 
yo

un
g 

br
id

e 
w

ho
 i

s 
po

ss
es

se
d 

by
 a

 d
yb

bu
k 

—
 t

he
 s

pi
ri

t 
of

 h
er

 d
ec

ea
se

d 
be

lo
ve

d.
 

T
hi

s 
tr

an
sl

at
ed

 a
n
d 

ad
ap

te
d 

ex
ce

rp
t f

ea
tu

re
s 

th
e 

m
on

ol
og

ue
 o

f t
he

 H
as

id
ic

 r
eb

be
 w

ho
 is

 b
ro

ug
ht

 in
 to

 e
xo

rc
is

e 
th

e 
sp

ir
it
 fr

om
 th

e 
br

id
e.

 T
he

 p
as

-
sa

ge
, w

hi
ch

 n
ot

es
 t
he

 w
or

k 
of

 t
he

 H
ig

h 
Pr

ie
st

 d
ur

in
g 

th
e 

A
vo

da
h 

se
rv

ic
e 

of
 Y

om
 K

ip
pu

r,
 is

 o
ft

en
 in

cl
ud

ed
 in

 c
on

te
m

po
ra

ry
 H

ig
h 

H
ol

id
ay

 li
tu

rg
y.



A
 W

h
at

 i
s 

th
e 

w
or

ld
 

of
 G

od
? 

Is
 it

 t
he

 w
or

ld
 

th
at

 G
od

 in
ha

bi
ts

? 
Is

 it
 

th
e 

w
or

ld
 o

ve
r 

w
h
ic

h 
G

od
 

h
as

 
d
om

in
io

n
? 

D
oe

s 
G

od
 m

ak
e 

th
is

 
w

or
ld

 g
re

at
 a

n
d 

h
ol

y 
or

 i
s 

th
e 

w
or

ld
 g

re
at

 
an

d 
h

ol
y 

be
ca

u
se

 
it

 
co

n
ta

in
s 

th
e 

pr
es

en
ce

 
of

 G
od

? —
Li

la
 K

ag
ed

an

B
 H

ol
in

es
s,

  
ke

du
sh

a,
 

is
 n

ot
 a

 s
ta

tic
 s

ta
te

 b
ut

 
a 

re
la

ti
on

al
 o

ne
. 

W
e 

de
si

gn
at

e 
ou

r 
be

lo
ve

d 
th

ro
ug

h 
ki

dd
us

hi
n;

 w
e 

el
ev

at
e 

th
e 

so
ul

s 
of

 o
ur

 
de

pa
rt

ed
 w

ith
 k

ad
di

sh
; 

an
d 

w
e 

sa
n
ct

if
y 

ou
r 

tim
e 

w
ith

 k
id

du
sh

, s
ur

-
ro

un
de

d 
by

 f
am

ily
 a

nd
 

fr
ie

nd
s.

 S
o,

 to
o,

 o
nl

y 
by

 
de

si
gn

at
in

g,
 e

le
va

tin
g,

 
an

d 
sa

nc
ti
fy

in
g 

Is
ra

el
 

an
d 

Je
ru

sa
le

m
 

w
it

h 
pr

es
en

ce
 o

f 
bo

dy
 a

nd
 

in
te

nt
io

n 
of

 m
in

d,
 d

o 
w

e 
cr

ea
te

 r
el

at
io

ns
hi

p 
an

d 
af

fir
m

 h
ol

in
es

s.
—

A
nd

y 
G

re
en

C
 

I 
p
ee

l 
aw

ay
 

th
e 

ou
te

r 
la

ye
rs

 a
s 

I 
se

ek
 

th
e 

H
ol

y 
of

 H
ol

ie
s 

in
 

m
y 

so
u
l,

 t
h
e 

co
re

 o
f 

m
y 

in
n

er
 

T
em

p
le

. 
W

h
en

 I
 s

ta
n
d 

at
 t

h
at

 
m

om
en

t,
 w

h
en

 I
 f

in
d 

th
e 

P
re

se
n
ce

 t
h
at

 r
e-

si
de

s 
in

si
de

 m
e,

 w
ha

t 
w

ill
 I

 s
ee

? 
H

ow
 w

ill
 I

 
be

co
m

e 
m

or
e 

w
or

th
y 

of
 t

ha
t 

Pr
es

en
ce

? 
—

H
ei

di
 H

oo
ve

r

D
 

N
o 

n
ee

d
 

fo
r 

a 
Le

vi
te

, 
th

er
e 

is
 h

ol
i-

n
es

s 
w

it
h
in

 m
e!

 G
od

-
gi

ve
n
 f

ro
m

 g
en

er
at

io
n
 t

o 
ge

n
er

at
io

n
, 

m
i 

do
r 

l’
do

r,
 h

ol
in

es
s 

re
n
de

rs
 m

y 
re

la
ti

on
sh

ip
 w

it
h
 G

od
 u

n
iq

u
e.

 N
ot

 b
ou

n
d 

by
 

ca
st

e,
 th

is
 h

ol
in

es
s 

gr
an

ts
 m

e 
a 

on
e-

on
-o

ne
 a

ud
ie

nc
e 

w
it

h 
th

e 
Et

er
na

l, 
pu

sh
es

 m
e 

to
 g

ra
sp

 a
t 

a 
na

m
e,

 c
ou

rs
es

 i
n 

m
y 

ve
in

s,
  

an
d 

co
m

m
an

ds
 d

ia
lo

gu
e.

 	
—

D
an

ie
l B

ar
-N

ah
um

 

E
 T

o 
op

en
 o

ne
se

lf
 t

o 
Sh

ab
ba

t,
 t

o 
re

st
 a

s 
G

od
 r

es
te

d 
af

te
r 

th
e 

cr
ea

ti
on

, 
is

 t
o 

ac
kn

ow
le

dg
e 

th
e 

pi
ec

e 
of

 m
e 

th
at

 i
s 

al
re

ad
y 

on
e 

w
it

h 
G

od
. 

W
he

n 
I 

se
ek

 f
or

gi
ve

ne
ss

 o
r 

at
on

em
en

t,
 I

 a
m

 
se

ek
in

g 
ul

ti
m

at
e 

co
nn

ec
ti

on
 —

 t
o 

re
pa

ir
 m

y 
re

la
ti

on
sh

ip
 w

it
h 

G
od

, 
bu

t 
al

so
 t

o 
re

co
nn

ec
t 

w
it

h 
m

y 
se

lf
. 

—
Em

ily
 B

ar
to

n 

F
 H

eb
re

w
 i

s 
la

sh
on

 h
a’

ko
de

sh
, 

a 
la

n
gu

ag
e 

m
ad

e 
h
ol

y 
by

 
tr

ad
it

io
n
 a

n
d 

lo
ve

. 
A

n
d 

ye
t,

 p
ra

ye
rs

 a
ri

se
 i

n
 a

ll
 t

on
gu

es
 

an
d
 

w
it

h
ou

t 
w

or
d
s:

 
E

ve
n

 
w

h
en

 
ga

te
s 

of
 

fo
rg

iv
en

es
s  

se
em

 c
lo

se
d 

to
 w

or
ds

, 
th

ey
 r

em
ai

n 
op

en
 t

o 
te

ar
s,

 a
ct

s,
 a

nd
 

pr
ay

er
fu

l 
si

le
nc

e.
 E

sp
ec

ia
lly

 o
n 

Y
om

 K
ip

pu
r,

 w
e 

ar
e 

ca
lle

d 
to

 
us

e 
w

or
ds

 to
 tr

an
sc

en
d 

w
or

ds
, f

or
 th

e 
In

ef
fa

bl
e 

T
ru

th
 is

 b
ey

on
d 

w
or

ds
 in

 a
ny

 la
ng

ua
ge

. 
—

D
av

id
 M

ar
ku

s

G
 T

h
e 

T
or

ah
 i

s 
th

e 
cu

lm
in

at
io

n
 

of
 

an
 

u
n

w
ri

tt
en

 
tr

ad
it

io
n 

pu
t 

in
to

 
w

ri
ti

n
g 

to
 

se
rv

e 
as

 a
 r

em
in

de
r 

of
 o

u
r 

im
pe

rf
ec

ti
on

s 
an

d 
ou

r 
he

ri
ta

ge
. 

T
he

 
T

en
 C

om
m

an
dm

en
ts

 
ar

e 
th

e 
m

os
t 

ba
si

c 
an

d 
fu

n
da

m
en

ta
l 

of
 

th
os

e 
u
n
w

ri
tt

en
 i

de
-

al
s,

 w
ith

ou
t w

hi
ch

 th
e 

T
or

ah
 w

ou
ld

 l
os

e 
it

s 
in

he
re

nt
 h

ol
in

es
s.

 
—

Ila
n 

Sc
hw

ar
tz

 

H
 “

T
he

 N
am

e”
 o

f G
od

 
(H

aS
h
em

) 
is

 
m

or
e 

th
an

 a
 w

or
d;

 i
t 

is
, 

in
 

an
d 

of
 i

ts
el

f,
 a

 w
or

ld
. 

“T
he

 N
am

e”
 o

f 
G

od
 is

 
un

pr
on

ou
nc

ea
bl

e 
an

d 
u

n
k
n

o
w

ab
le

; 
“T

h
e 

N
am

e”
 o

f G
od

 is
 fa

ith
-

fu
l, 

lo
ng

-s
uf

fe
ri

ng
, a

nd
 

et
er

na
l.
 “

T
he

 N
am

e”
 

w
as

 u
tt

er
ed

 b
y 

G
od

 a
t 

th
e 

bu
rn

in
g 

bu
sh

, 
by

 
M

os
es

 a
t 

Si
n
ai

, 
an

d 
by

 t
he

 H
ig

h 
Pr

ie
st

 i
n 

th
e 

H
ol

y 
of

 
H

ol
ie

s,
 

an
d 

it
 i

s 
u
tt

er
ed

 b
y 

ea
ch

 
of

 
u

s 
w

h
en

 

w
e 

b
ri

n
g 

th
ou

gh
t,

 
w

or
d,

 
an

d 
de

ed
 

to
-

ge
th

er
 i

n 
an

 e
ff

or
t 

to
 

re
pa

ir
 a

 b
ro

ke
n 

w
or

ld
 

w
he

re
 G

od
 i
s 

on
e 

an
d 

G
od

’s
 n

am
e 

is
 o

ne
.	

—
D

an
ie

l M
ill

ne
r

I
 C

al
l 

u
po

n
 a

n
 a

n
-

ci
en

t 
ri

tu
al

 t
h

at
 e

x-
po

se
s 

yo
u
r 

im
pe

rf
ec

t 
h

u
m

an
n

es
s 

to
 
ti

m
e,

 
sp

ac
e,

 
an

d
 

G
od

 
in

 
a 

u
n

if
ie

d
 

m
om

en
t.

  
Si

ns
, 

fo
ib

le
s,

 w
ro

ng
s,

 
m

is
ta

ke
s,

 a
n
d 

sh
or

t-
co

m
in

gs
 

ar
e 

al
l 

w
as

he
d 

cl
ea

n;
 w

ha
t 

is
 le

ft
 is

 t
he

 u
lt
im

at
e 

gi
ft

 f
ro

m
 t

he
 D

iv
in

e 
Pr

es
en

ce
 —

 a
no

th
er

 c
ha

nc
e 

to
 li

ve
 w

el
l. 

—
M

ic
ha

el
 S

he
fr

in

J
 I

s 
th

er
e 

in
de

ed
 a

 n
am

e 
so

 p
ow

er
fu

l?
 

T
he

 f
ou

r 
le

tt
er

s 
gl

ea
m

 l
ik

e 
ke

ys
 o

n 
a 

ri
ng

 t
ha

t 
w

ill
 o

pe
n 

ev
er

y 
pr

is
on

 d
oo

r 
in

 o
ne

 b
re

at
h.

Y
es

! 
C

al
l 

ou
t 

th
e 

G
od

-n
am

e 
in

 y
ou

r 
n
am

e,
 a

ls
o 

in
 t

h
e 

na
m

e 
of

 th
e 

on
e 

w
ho

 s
ca

rr
ed

 y
ou

, a
nd

 in
 th

e 
na

m
e 

of
 th

e 
on

e 
yo

u 
sc

ar
re

d.
U

n
lo

ck
 w

it
h
 m

e 
fo

rg
iv

en
es

s:
 R

ig
h
t 

h
er

e,
 r

ig
h
t 

n
ow

, 
fa

ll 
do

w
n 

an
d 

sa
y 

it
 a

ll.
 

—
Ta

m
ar

a 
C

oh
en

S
H

M
A

.
C

O
M

Li
la

 K
ag

ed
an

 is
 a

 s
tu

de
nt

 
at

 Y
es

hi
va

t M
ah

ar
at

 a
nd

 
Ha

rv
ar

d 
Un

ive
rs

ity
. S

he
 is

 a
n 

ed
uc

at
or

 a
nd

 c
lin

ic
al

 e
th

ic
is

t 
wi

th
 a

 s
pe

ci
al

 in
te

re
st

 in
 

gl
ob

al
 h

ea
lth

 s
et

tin
gs

.

An
dy

 G
re

en
 is

 a
 fo

ur
th

-
ye

ar
 s

tu
de

nt
 a

t t
he

 Z
ie

gl
er

 
Sc

ho
ol

 o
f R

ab
bi

ni
c 

St
ud

ie
s 

at
 A

m
er

ic
an

 Je
wi

sh
 

Un
iv

er
si

ty
 in

 L
os

 A
ng

el
es

. 

Ra
bb

i H
ei

di
 H

oo
ve

r, 
a 

re
ce

nt
 

gr
ad

ua
te

 o
f t

he
 A

ca
de

m
y 

fo
r J

ew
is

h 
Re

lig
io

n,
 is

 
th

e 
sp

iri
tu

al
 le

ad
er

 o
f 

Te
m

pl
e 

Be
th

 E
m

et
h 

v’O
hr

 
Pr

og
re

ss
ive

 S
ha

ar
i Z

ed
ek

 in
 

Br
oo

kl
yn

, N
.Y

.

Ra
bb

i D
an

ie
l B

ar
-N

ah
um

 
is

 h
ea

d 
ra

bb
i a

nd
 d

ire
ct

or
 

of
 e

du
ca

tio
n 

at
  T

em
pl

e 
Em

an
u-

El
 o

f E
as

t M
ea

do
w,

 
in

 E
as

t M
ea

do
w,

 N
.Y

. 

Em
ily

 B
ar

to
n 

is
 a

 th
ird

-
ye

ar
 ra

bb
in

ic
al

 s
tu

de
nt

 
at

 th
e 

Je
wi

sh
 T

he
ol

og
ic

al
 

Se
m

in
ar

y.

Da
vi

d 
M

ar
ku

s 
is

 a
 s

en
io

r 
ra

bb
in

ic
al

 s
tu

de
nt

 in
 th

e 
AL

EP
H 

(J
ew

is
h 

Re
ne

wa
l) 

or
di

na
tio

n 
pr

og
ra

m
, 

an
d 

as
so

ci
at

e 
sp

iri
tu

al
 

le
ad

er
 a

t T
em

pl
e 

Be
th

-E
l 

of
 C

ity
 Is

la
nd

, N
.Y

. 
(y

ou
rs

hu
lb

yt
he

se
a.

or
g)

.   
By

 d
ay

, h
e 

se
rv

es
 a

s 
a 

ju
di

ci
al

 re
fe

re
e 

in
 N

ew
  

Yo
rk

’s
 S

up
re

m
e 

Co
ur

t,  
Ni

nt
h 

Ju
di

ci
al

 D
is

tri
ct

.  

Ila
n 

Sc
hw

ar
tz

 is
 a

 fo
ur

th
-

ye
ar

 s
tu

de
nt

 a
t t

he
 Z

ie
gl

er
 

Sc
ho

ol
 o

f R
ab

bi
ni

c 
St

ud
ie

s 
at

 th
e 

Am
er

ic
an

 Je
wi

sh
 

Un
iv

er
si

ty
 in

 L
os

 A
ng

el
es

. 

Da
ni

el
 M

ill
ne

r, 
a 

fo
ur

th
-

ye
ar

 ra
bb

in
ic

al
 s

tu
de

nt
 a

t 
Ye

sh
iva

t C
ho

ve
ve

i T
or

ah
 

in
 th

e 
Br

on
x, 

se
rv

es
 a

s 
th

e 
YC

T 
ra

bb
in

ic
 in

te
rn

 a
t t

he
 

He
br

ew
 In

st
itu

te
 o

f R
ive

rd
al

e 
an

d 
at

 C
on

gr
eg

at
io

n 
Be

th
 

Is
ra

el
 in

 B
er

ke
le

y,
 C

al
if.

 
M

ill
ne

r a
ls

o 
pr

ou
dl

y 
se

rv
es

 
as

 a
 c

ha
pl

ai
n 

ca
nd

id
at

e 
in

 
th

e 
U.

S.
 N

av
y.

M
ic

ha
el

 S
he

fri
n,

 a
 th

ird
-

ye
ar

 ra
bb

in
ic

al
 s

tu
de

nt
 

at
 th

e 
He

br
ew

 U
ni

on
 

Co
lle

ge
-J

ew
is

h 
In

st
itu

te
 o

f 
Re

lig
io

n 
in

 L
os

 A
ng

el
es

, 
se

rv
es

 a
s 

st
ud

en
t r

ab
bi

 a
t 

Co
ng

re
ga

tio
n 

B’
na

i D
av

id
 in

 
Vi

sa
lia

, C
al

if.

Ta
m

ar
a 

Co
he

n 
is

 a
 

fo
ur

th
-y

ea
r s

tu
de

nt
 a

t t
he

 
Re

co
ns

tru
ct

io
ni

st
 R

ab
bi

ni
ca

l 
Co

lle
ge

 in
 W

yn
co

te
, P

a.
, a

nd
 

a 
wr

ite
r, 

an
 a

ct
ivi

st
, a

nd
 a

n 
ed

uc
at

or
. 

Ea
ch

 o
f t

he
se

 w
rit

er
s 

is
 in

vo
lv

ed
 w

ith
 R

ab
bi

s 
W

ith
ou

t B
or

de
rs

, a
 p

ro
gr

am
 

of
 C

LA
L:

 T
he

 N
at

io
na

l 
Je

wi
sh

 C
en

te
r f

or
 L

ea
rn

in
g 

an
d 

Le
ad

er
sh

ip
 (C

LA
L.

or
g)

.

A
 T

he
 w

or
ld

 o
f G

od
 is

 g
re

at
 a

nd
 h

ol
y!

B
 O

f a
ll 

th
e 

la
nd

s 
of

 t
he

 w
or

ld
, t

he
 L

an
d 

of
 Is

ra
el

  
w

as
 s

et
 a

si
de

 to
 b

e 
ho

ly
 fo

r u
s;

an
d 

in
 t

he
 L

an
d 

of
 Is

ra
el

, t
he

 h
ol

ie
st

 c
ity

 is
 J

er
us

al
em

.
C
 In

 J
er

us
al

em
, t

he
 h

ol
ie

st
 p

la
ce

 w
as

 t
he

 H
ol

y 
Te

m
pl

e;
 

an
d 

th
e 

ho
lie

st
 s

ite
 in

 t
he

 T
em

pl
e 

w
as

 t
he

 H
ol

y 
of

 H
ol

ie
s…

D
 …

Th
er

e 
ar

e 
70

 n
at

io
ns

, a
nd

 o
f t

he
m

, I
sr

ae
l  

w
as

 s
et

 a
si

de
 t
o 

be
 h

ol
y 

un
to

 G
od

.
Th

e 
ho

lie
st

 o
f t

he
 p

eo
pl

e 
Is

ra
el

 is
 t

he
 t

rib
e 

of
 t

he
 L

ev
ite

s.
Th

e 
ho

lie
st

 o
f t

he
 L

ev
ite

s 
ar

e 
th

e 
pr

ie
st

s;
An

d 
am

on
g 

th
e 

pr
ie

st
s,

 t
he

 h
ol

ie
st

 w
as

 t
he

 H
ig

h 
Pr

ie
st

.

E
 …

An
d 

th
e 

ho
lie

st
 o

f t
he

 S
ha

bb
at

ot
 is

  
th

e 
D

ay
 o

f A
to

ne
m

en
t.

F
 …

Th
er

e 
ar

e 
70

 la
ng

ua
ge

s 
in

 t
he

 w
or

ld
, 

an
d 

of
 t

he
m

, H
eb

re
w

 w
as

 c
ho

se
n 

as
 o

ur
 h

ol
y 

to
ng

ue
.

G
 T

he
 h

ol
ie

st
 o

f a
ll 

th
in

gs
 w

rit
te

n…
 is

 t
he

 T
or

ah
.

…
th

e 
ho

lie
st

 p
ar

t 
is

 t
he

 T
en

 C
om

m
an

dm
en

ts
.

H
 A

nd
 t

he
 h

ol
ie

st
 o

f a
ll 

th
e 

w
or

ds
 in

 t
he

 
Te

n 
C

om
m

an
dm

en
ts

 is
 t

he
 n

am
e 

of
 G

od
.

I
 A

t a
 c

er
ta

in
 h

ou
r, 

on
 a

 c
er

ta
in

 d
ay

 o
f t

he
 y

ea
r, 

 
al

l t
he

se
 fo

ur
 h

ol
in

es
s 

m
et

 to
ge

th
er

.
Th

is
 to

ok
 p

la
ce

 o
n 

th
e 

D
ay

 o
f A

to
ne

m
en

t,
  

at
 t
he

 h
ou

r w
he

n 
th

e 
H

ig
h 

Pr
ie

st
 e

nt
er

ed
 t
he

 H
ol

y 
of

 H
ol

ie
s 

 
an

d 
th

er
e 

re
ve

al
ed

 t
he

 d
iv

in
e 

na
m

e.

J
 A

nd
 if

 h
e 

in
vo

ke
d 

G
od

’s
 n

am
e 

in
 p

ur
ity

,  
al

l o
f I

sr
ae

l w
as

 fo
rg

iv
en

.

Ev
er

y 
hu

m
an

 b
ei

ng
 c

re
at

ed
 b

y 
G

od
  

in
 G

od
’s

 o
w

n 
im

ag
e 

is
 a

 H
ig

h 
Pr

ie
st

.
Ea

ch
 d

ay
 o

f a
 p

er
so

n’
s 

lif
e 

is
 t

he
 D

ay
 o

f A
to

ne
m

en
t…

Ea
ch

 o
f u

s 
ca

n 
fa

ce
 G

od
 w

ith
 t

he
 la

ng
ua

ge
 o

f t
he

 h
ea

rt
.

Ea
ch

 o
f u

s 
ca

n 
be

 fo
rg

iv
en

.
Ea

ch
 o

ne
 o

f u
s 

ca
n 

ac
hi

ev
e 

at
on

em
en

t 
an

d 
 

be
 m

ad
e 

pu
re

 in
 t

he
 e

ye
s 

of
 G

od
.

FR
O

M
 S

. 
A

N
S

K
Y’

S
 “

TH
E 

D
YB

B
U

K
” 

Tr
an

sl
at

ed
 b

y 
Ra

bb
i E

dw
ar

d 
Fe

ld
. R

ep
rin

te
d 

wi
th

 p
er

m
is

si
on

 fr
om

 M
ah

zo
r L

ev
 S

ha
le

m
, 

©
Ra

bb
in

ic
al

 A
ss

em
bl

y,
 2

01
0,

 p
. 3

26
.

Is
aa

c 
B

ry
nj

eg
ar

d-
B

ia
lik



[ 1 4 ]   S E P T E M B E R  2 0 1 3  |  T I S H R E I  5 7 7 4

Kohen Gadol: I carry the weight of the com-
munity on my shoulders; I feel both weighed 
down and uplifted. My work as Kohen Gadol 
is an enormous privilege and a fearsome re-
sponsibility. I tend to my duties with utmost 
care. Normally, I wear golden epaulettes on 
my shoulders inscribed with the names of 
the twelve tribes. Normally, I wear the urim 
v’tumim on my chest with its twelve precious 
stones, one for each tribe. I am a klei kodesh, 
a holy vessel, a servant of God, and a vehicle 
of the people.

In a moment, I will enter the Holy of 
Holies. There, I will call on the Ever Present 
One in the name of the children of Israel. 
Now, I am dressed in white linen, a symbol 
of the longing for purity and simplicity. I am 
barefoot, like Moses before the burning bush. 
Although the stones are cold beneath my feet, 
my concentration is focused. I will give over 
my whole self to God. “Selah lanu.” “Forgive 
us. Return us to your good graces.”

I am afraid. God is so powerful and I am 
but flesh. In a moment, I could be consumed, 
as were Aaron’s sons as they brought strange 
fire before God. A misstep could not only lead 
to my demise, but it could also inflict enormous 
damage on my people. I will appear before God 
cloaked in the smoke of incense, a protection 

of sweet smells that will soothe my nerves and 
draw my spirit upward.

In a moment, I will pronounce God’s four-
letter name as did my father and my father’s 
father, all the way back to Aaron. The genera-
tions of kohenim flow through me. Outside 
the Holy of Holies are the Israelites. 

Before I enter, let me turn to You, my God. 
I pray: “Let me meet your needs. May I do so 
faithfully with recognition of your glory; may 
I come forward knowing Your presence as a 
source of light and love; may You find favor 
with Your people. May You accept my service 
and respond to your children with forgiveness.”

Kohen’s Wife: It is my husband’s sincerity 
of faith that drew me to him. When I married 
him, I knew that one day he would serve as 
the High Priest. 

Last night, my husband could hardly sleep. 
He was so anxious, afraid for himself and the 
people. I told him, “Don’t worry. It is not your 
first Yom Kippur. God is in the business of for-
giveness. You are familiar with the rituals.” 
And yet, he tossed and turned — afraid. I am 
troubled at times by the fear that comes to bear 
in this holy hour. I wish that he could relax 
and find more joy in his service. Only when 
his tasks are completed will he relax and the 
people celebrate. 

When we ritually prostrate ourselves at 
that moment, we extend the tension within 
the narration. We hold our breaths and quiver 
in anticipation as the people experience  
communal atonement. 

As if to sweep the traces of human footsteps 
from the sand, the liturgy comes in immediately 
with a second-person singular address of God, 
“And You, out of Your goodness, aroused Your 
love and forgave the tribe of Your servants.” We 
relive the theatricality of old and extend its the-
atrical contrivance for a significant 30 seconds, 
and then we pretend that it never happened, 
returning fully to the present religious moment.

Temple rites exemplify the primal origins 
of live theatrical performance: real blood and 
real God. People throughout the centuries of 
Western history have felt the world change as 
the result of artfully staged encounters between 
humanity and divinity. Examples include 

Aeschylus (The Eumenides), Passion Plays, 
the Catholic Mass, Cirque du Soleil, and Tony 
Kushner’s Angels in America. Ingenious expert 
performers and producers create for us mysti-
cal experiences that we could not conjure for 
ourselves. 

By virtue of our front-row seats and back-
stage passes we become acquainted with both 
the High Priest and the worshipers better than 
they knew each other in the time of the Temple. 
Albeit with a redemptive conclusion, the com-
bined narratives of this high drama approach 
the Aristotelian requirements for tragedy. The 
description of the public ritual depicts the peo-
ple’s awe, yirah, at the might of God. The nar-
rative of the hard-working High Priest awakens 
our compassion, rachamim, for a fellow human 
being. By seeing both the High Priest and the 
people close up, we become more fully involved 
in the high drama of Yom Kippur.	

Entering the Holy of Holies: 
A Biblio-drama in Three Parts
E L I E  S P I T Z

Elie Spitz has served for 
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Congregation B’nai Israel in 
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Holiday period, he thinks, “This 
year will be easier.” The stress 

of these days only increases 
because he expects each 
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synagogue to surpass that of 

the previous year. He asks, as 
you read this reflection, to pray 

for him and for other rabbis 
to fulfill their tasks honestly, 

humbly, and ably.



S E P T E M B E R  2 0 1 3  |  T I S H R E I  5 7 7 4   [ 1 5 ]

S H M A . C O M

Elie Spitz: As I write these words, I am aware 
of how different is my faith and service from that 
of the priest of old. On the Day of Judgment, I, too, 
am being judged. As a rabbi, I know that many 
of my congregants approach the High Holidays as 
their time of communal connection and Jewish 
affirmation, and I prepare accordingly. 

God is present as I call on my people to ex-
amine the meaning of their lives. While I focus 
primarily on how we live our lives rather than 
on the fear evoked by standing before God, I 

envy the clarity and sensuality of the old offer-
ings. The rituals had a proscribed efficacy.

I also idealize the Kohen HaGadol’s faith in 
the immediacy of God. My faith is so less cer-
tain. Though I speak with God, I rarely feel the 
fear and trepidation identified with a concrete 
faith. And yet, on Yom Kippur, when I read of 
the Kohen HaGadol, I feel connected. I, too, 
am a servant of the people and of God. Our 
communal services are a bridge to God, too, a 
bridge to renewal as a New Year begins.	

When the midwives of the Exodus 
story, in defiance of Pharaoh’s 
order to kill all the male children, 

instead help the women to give birth, the 
Torah declares: “And because the midwives 
feared God [rather than Pharaoh], God made 
for them houses (batim).” (Exodus 1:21) 
Rabbinic interpretation suggests that the word 
“houses” refers to dynasties. Because the mid-
wives feared the divine and saved the children, 
these women gave birth to whole dynasties! 
According to the Babylonian Talmud (Sotah 
11b), the midwives were not, in fact, Egyptian 
women, but rather Yocheved and Miriam, the 
mother and sister of Aaron and Moses. And the 
dynasties that these women produced were ei-
ther those of the priesthood — both priests and 
levites — or those of kingship, even messianic 
kingship. Two sages, Rav and Shmuel, debate 
which dynasties were born to Yocheved and 
Miriam. One sage (it is not clear who) proposes 
that Yocheved is given the reward of priestly 
dynasties as the mother of Aaron and Moses. 
The other sage proposes that the reward is king-
ship: Miriam is an ancestor of David and thus 
progenitor of the messianic line. The Talmud 
never resolves this debate, leaving us with a 
picture of both Yocheved and Miriam as the 
ancestors of our ancient hierarchies of status:  
of priest (Kohen), Levite (Levi), and Israel 
(Yisrael), and of king and commoner.

One of the most frequent ways in which 
we mark and remember the ongoing hierar-
chy of  Kohen, Levi, and Yisrael is during the 
Shabbat and weekday Torah service through 
the giving of aliyot, where the first two bless-
ings are reserved for, respectively, priest and 
levite. Communities committed to egalitarian 

worship, where all adult Jews count toward 
the required ten of a prayer quorum (minyan), 
have responded to this hierarchy in three ways: 
1) They have kept the status quo and given 
the first two aliyot only to male descendants of 
priests and Levites; 2) They have retained the 
first two aliyot for Kohenim and Levi’im but 
included females within the category of those 
eligible for these aliyot; 3) They have made the 
first two aliyot available to all adult Jews, re-
gardless of status. In other words, while some 
communities choose to retain this ancient hier-
archy, others have chosen to extend egalitari-
anism beyond gender to hierarchies of status.

I am a feminist Jew with a deep belief 
in gender equality, and yet, in the case of 
this hierarchy of status, I remain commit-
ted to retaining its markers within the syna-
gogue liturgy, both in aliyot to the Torah and 
in dukhenen, the priestly recital of blessing 
from Numbers 6:24-26 during the Amidah 
(the “standing” prayer). I do ask, though, 
that these privileges of blessing be extended 
to women. While I believe that hierarchies of 
gender are damaging, I do not believe that in 
the case of synagogue ritual, the hierarchy 
of priest, Levite, and Israel has the ability to 
harm. Aliyot are still open to all, and while 
inside the synagogue only priests dukhen, at 
all other times everyone else may recite these 

Priestly Stories:  
Why Not all Hierarchies are Harmful
J A N E  K A N A R E K

continued on next page
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same words as blessing. I find these simple 
acts that recall ancient Temple ritual to be 
ritually powerful. Increasingly, too, I also find 
a disturbing sense of loss in erasing this hi-
erarchy from the synagogue, loss not only of 
Temple memory but also of our long-standing 
stories about women — in this case, the mid-
wives who defied Pharaoh.

As the tale from tractate Sotah teaches, 
priests and Levites stand in the line of Yocheved. 
Thus, when a priest or Levite takes one of the 
first two aliyot or a priest recites the priestly 
blessing, she or he does so as a descendant of 
Yocheved. These rituals act not only as memo-
ries of the Temple service, but also as memories 
of Yocheved’s defiance of Pharaoh’s order — 

the beginning of liberation from slavery — and 
her divine reward. 

Paradoxically, though, on Yom Kippur, 
when we retell the atonement ritual of the High 
Priest (Kohen Gadol) in the Avodah service, any 
adult Jew may act as prayer leader and recall 
the words of the ancient Kohen. In other words, 
while most of the time only those in the priestly 
line act as priests, on this one particular day, in 
a service where one would expect to demand 
a priest as leader, all Jews have the potential 
to act as if they are descended from Yocheved, 
mother of Aaron, the first Kohen Gadol.

In choosing to keep this one hierarchy as 
well as to recite the Avodah service, I also choose 
to tell the story of Yocheved and her courage.	

We all know what repentance is and 
what it demands of us. We must 
take full responsibility for our 

wrongdoing. We must turn toward those we 
have harmed in order to apologize, seek forgive-
ness, and repair the damage we have done. We 
must turn inward, engaging in a process of soul-
reckoning, and then resolve to do better in the 
future. And we must demonstrate through our 
actions that we have truly changed. None of this 
is easy, of course, but neither is it mysterious. 

This process of repentance has its roots in 
the teachings of the prophets, who repeatedly 
admonished Israel to “turn from” its transgres-
sions and “turn back” to God and a righteous life. 

�“Return, O Israel, to the Lord your God, 	  
For you have fallen because of your sin. 	
Take words with you 	  
And return to the Lord.” (Hosea 14:2-3) 	
�“Is it my desire that a wicked man shall 
die?” asks the Lord God.	
�“It is rather that he shall turn back from his 
ways and live.” (Ezekiel 18:23)  
For the prophets, and the rabbis who fol-

lowed them, the essence of teshuvah was this act 
of “turning,” re-orienting ourselves morally by 
distancing ourselves from our transgressions and 
drawing closer to God. It is a profoundly personal 
and interpersonal process of moral transformation. 

	But there is another model of expiation for 
our transgressions, rooted in the priestly cult, 
that we tend to overlook. It is recounted most 
dramatically during Musaf on Yom Kippur. 

�“Aaron shall lay both his hands upon the 

head of the live goat and confess over it 
all the iniquities and transgressions of the 
Israelites, whatever their sins, putting them 
on the head of the goat; and it shall be sent 
off to the wilderness through a designated 
man. Thus the goat shall carry on it all their 
iniquities to an inaccessible region; and the 
goat shall be set free in the wilderness.” 
(Leviticus 16:12-22)
For the ancient priests, such rituals, to-

gether with an elaborate system of sin of-
ferings, literally purged the people of their 
transgressions, giving them a clean slate for 
the coming year. 

What possible relevance could these an-
cient sacrificial rites have for us today?  Surely 
the prophetic/rabbinic view of repentance, 
with its emphasis on soul-searching and repair-
ing relationships, is more in keeping with our 
contemporary moral outlook. 

I want to suggest, however, that there is 
more wisdom in these priestly rituals than we 
might at first suppose. For the priests, sin rep-
resents a stain on our souls. Transgressions are 
not simply missteps; they penetrate to the very 
core of our being. When we sin, we symbolically 
forfeit our place within the holy community of 
Israel and must redeem ourselves by ritually re-
affirming our commitment to God. No simple 
apology will suffice. In an age when most Jews 
are allergic to the very word “sin” (“isn’t that a 
Christian concept?”), the priests remind us that 
sin is real — tangible and pervasive. 

Atonement, then, is a matter of purifying us 
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Why not skip it?” This is a question 
we might ask ourselves about the 
Yom Kippur prayer known as the 

Avodah. It is written in difficult language, read 
in a rushed manner, and about a topic that is 
very far from our experience: ancient animal 
sacrifices.

But if we read the story as a window into 
the history of our people after the Temple’s de-
struction by the Romans in 70 CE, we can pro-
vide meaning to this seemingly vestigial part 
of our service. The prayer that we read today 
has its roots in the text of the Mishnah, cre-
ated by the early rabbis roughly a century after 
the Temple’s destruction. And these rabbis had 
their own unique vision of what the ceremony 
was and what it meant.

To recognize where the rabbis innovated, 
we must begin with the original biblical com-
mand to perform the Yom Kippur sacrifices. 
In Leviticus 16, the day’s proceedings center 
on three sacrifices that “purge” impurity and 
sin from the sacred spaces and “carry off” the 
sins of the people. Such effects were achieved 
by a series of ritual actions with the animals 
and their blood: the High Priest would draw 
lots over two he-goats, slaughter a bull and one 
he-goat, enter into the innermost sanctum in 

a cloud of incense smoke, sprinkle sacrificial 
blood on the ark-cover and on the altar, and 
send off the he-goat designated “for Azazel” 
into the wilderness. These concrete physical 
acts would create profound metaphysical con-
sequences: the cleansing and renewal of the 
sacred spaces and of the people.

Moving ahead a number of centuries to 
the period after the Temple’s destruction, the 
rabbis retained the rudiments of the biblical 
account, but retold the story in a way that 
changed the nature and emphasis of the ritual 
quite radically. Most prominently, they treated 
the rite not as one performed only by a hand-
ful of priests working in seclusion, as in the 
Bible, but one witnessed by the entire people 
of Israel. According to Mishnah Yoma 1:8, 
there was such a large crowd present for the 
events of the day that they “filled the Temple 
courtyard even before cock’s-crow arrived.”

The participation of the gathered people 
was also integral to the day’s proceedings. In 
the Bible, the High Priest simply draws lots 
over the he-goats. In the Mishnah, the High 
Priest lifts up the lot marked “for the Lord” 
and publicly announces the result (Yoma 4:1) 
so that the people see and hear it. Similarly, 

continued on next page

of the stain that we leave on our souls each time 
we transgress. And nothing purifies as palpa-
bly as the fire on the altar. When the sacrificial 
animal is slaughtered and burned to ashes, it 
symbolizes the sin being consumed in fire and 
turned to smoke. When the goat is sent off into 
the wilderness, the people are released from 
the burden of their sins, which have now been 
physically removed from the community. These 
ritual gestures powerfully convey our determi-
nation to purge sin from our midst. 

Finally, the priestly rites remind us that 
sin is a communal issue that calls for a com-
munal response. Of course, the liturgy of the 
High Holidays makes this point with its repeti-
tion of the formula “for the sins that we have 
sinned. …” The priests convey this by confess-
ing the sins of the whole people, transferring 
them to the goat and sending them off. And 
this must be done even though, presumably,  

individual Israelites have been bringing their 
sin offerings throughout the year. As a “king-
dom of priests and a holy nation,” Israel must 
engage in an act of communal expiation and 
so set itself right again with God. “For on 
this day atonement shall be made for you to 
cleanse you of all your sins; you shall be clean 
before the Lord.” (Leviticus 16:30) 

The rabbis were wise, then, to remind us, 
however briefly, of these priestly rituals each 
Yom Kippur. They reinforce the fact that sinful-
ness is a tangible force in our lives that must be 
removed through a powerful set of communal 
rituals so that we can be cleansed as we enter 
a New Year. In combination with the prophetic 
view of repentance as “turning,” this priestly 
view of repentance as purification may yet in-
spire us to take our transgressions — and the 
removal of them — with the seriousness that 
they deserve. 	
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where the Bible briefly mentions a confes-
sion over the scapegoat, the Mishnah develops  
specific public declarations of sin over each of 
the animals and adds that the people responded 
in each instance with a rousing utterance of 
their own: “Barukh shem kvod malkhuto l’olam 
va’ed,” “Blessed is the name of the glory of His 
kingdom for ever and ever.” (Ezekiel 3:12)

These mishnaic passages point to an ad-
ditional key element in the rabbinic version of 
the Yom Kippur ritual: the spoken word. As 
part of the ceremony, the High Priest, those as-
sisting him, and the people, made very specific 
proclamations not mentioned in earlier sources 
— the lot’s outcome, the confessions, and the 
verse from Ezekiel.

The revisions the rabbis made to the rite 
not only shifted the nature of the rituals but 
also inserted key players into the ceremony. 
In Yoma, Chapter 1, specially appointed elders 
of the Great Court were in charge of instruct-
ing the High Priest in the procedure of the day 
and of ensuring that he did it correctly. These 
members of the Great Court had authority over 
the way the rituals were carried out. Since no  

contemporaneous sources mention any legal 
institution with such a power on Yom Kippur 
or at other times, this appears to be a rabbinic 
invention.

By placing the court elders, whom they 
considered to be their predecessors, front and 
center in their story about the Temple past, the 
rabbis subtly validated their own vision for rit-
ual practice in the past and in their own time. 
They suggested that practices utilizing speech 
and centering on the participation and experi-
ence of the community — practices determined 
by rabbis — are the proper way of celebrating 
the day.

The story of the Yom Kippur Avodah re-
told in our liturgy is worth reading because 
it helps us understand the moment in Jewish 
history when the rabbis re-envisioned Jewish 
tradition for an era with no Temple. Further, 
when we come together as a community to 
recite the Avodah, we reenact the flourishing 
of ritual life after the destruction and, at the 
same time, add ourselves to the larger stream 
of Jewish religious history. These are good  
reasons, I think, not to skip it.	

Naftali S. Cohn is associate 
professor of religion and 

graduate program director 
at Concordia University in 

Montreal. His book, The 
Memory of the Temple and 

the Making of the Rabbis, was 
published by the University of 
Pennsylvania Press in 2012.

Dear Will,

I have a (not very shocking) confession to 
make: I’ve had very mixed experiences as 
both a participant and a staff member on ser-

vice learning trips. On the one hand, these trips 
offer a fantastic opportunity for participants to 
witness poverty, systemic oppression, and suf-
fering firsthand — to become educated about 
possible solutions and serious advocates for 
change when they return home. When run well, 
the trips can create opportunities to connect 
more deeply with Jewish tradition and even, 
theoretically, to encounter God through the  
understanding of our obligations to one an-
other, ben adam l’haveiro. 

However, too many of these service-learning  
trips fall short of this ideal. Too many are billed 
as a chance to have fun in a “cool” place. Even 
more important, many of the trips are staffed 

by people who lack the tools and training to 
help participants unpack new and challeng-
ing experiences and connect them to Judaism 
in a way that has meaning and depth. No mat-
ter how good a stock curriculum is, without an 
educator who knows what she or he is doing, 
it will be insufficient. And the stakes are high; 
organizations don’t invest huge sums of money 
to send young people abroad because nobody 
in the destination country can paint a gym or 
build a house. 

The concept of service learning is that the 
experience transforms the participants and turns 
them into passionate activists at home. But if 
the experience isn’t really life changing, or if 
people return home to shallow post-trip proj-
ects, shouldn’t we save that money and send it 
directly to the communities in need? How much 
are we actually helping those communities? 

Service-Learning: An Exchange of Letters
“Service,” one of the translations for the word “avodah,” has become an increasingly important 
method of engaging young Jews in the Jewish community. Service-learning trips — inside the U.S. 
or, frequently, overseas — are sponsored by organizations seeking to expose young adults and 
others to volunteerism in a Jewish context in order to build Jewish identity and a passion for help-
ing others. In the following exchange of letters, Rabbis Will Berkovitz and Danya Ruttenberg, who 
have organized and staffed numerous service-learning trips, reflect on the effectiveness of these 
costly programs.

Will Berkovitz, CEO of the 
Jewish Family Service of 

Greater Seattle, has spent his 
career developing partnership 

initiatives with organizations 
across the United States, 

aiming to cultivate dedication 
to service through a 

Jewish lens. A frequent 
contributor to the Huffington 

Post, he currently lives in 
Seattle with his wife, Lelach, 

and their children, Nativ, Idan, 
and Ma’ayan.
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Should we rethink the model? Should we 
look for new models? I welcome your thoughts. 

B’kavod, 
Danya

•••

Hi Danya,
I am not that surprised by your confession. 

In fact, I was hoping for something a bit juicier. 
I have also had service experiences, both inter-
nationally and domestically, with mixed results. 
Several elements must converge in just the right 
way for Jewish service-learning experiences to 
be deeply impactful and possibly even transfor-
mative — particularly for the participant. When 
the alchemy is off, the result can be at best me-
diocre and at worst detrimental. I may be an 
idealist, but I believe we can continue to refine 
the positive outcomes, which vastly outweigh 
the negative ones. As you allude to, you need 
to have the right people around the table ask-
ing the right questions from the outset. By the 
outset, I mean from site selection to promotion, 
from application to orientation.

Jewish service-learning experiences aren’t 
trips to Cancun or even New Orleans. My skin 
crawled when I read your all too true comment,  
“Too many are billed as a chance to have fun 
in a ‘cool’ place.” It makes me think of the 
“Onion” headline, “Alternative Spring Break 
Devolves Into Real Spring Break,” above a photo 
of beer cans, a passed-out college student, and 
a Habitat for Humanity sign. When they are 
framed in such a way, the participant’s mindset 
becomes that of a consumer who needs to be 
satisfied. Instead of transformational, the atti-
tude becomes transactional. Similarly, promis-
ing a ten-day life-changing experience can yield 
the same result. “My life wasn’t changed, and 
we didn’t even go to the French Quarter.” 

And this leads to your critique of the staffing 
model. Rather then sending the most seasoned 
and qualified staff people, often these service 
experiences are treated almost like a bonus or a 
junket for young professionals who themselves 
are having a first-time experience. Providing 
professional development opportunities  
for those leading the service experiences can 
yield very positive outcomes. A Jewish profes-
sional who is well versed in reflection and con-
text setting, and who is taught the skills to build 
in the follow-up goals from the outset, has a 
greater likelihood of increasing impact both to 
the individual participant and the community the 
participant visited. 

I understand your ambivalence, and I be-
lieve there is value in refining, rethinking, and 
exploring new models. But I also believe some-
thing much bigger is built than a home when 
people from different cultures work side-by-side 
together. And it doesn’t matter if they are mov-
ing bricks or painting a wall. Here’s my ques-
tion to you: Do you believe we should abandon 
Jewish service experiences altogether, or just 
the international trips? It sounds as though 
you have ideas about different models. What 
do you have in mind? I have been wrestling with 
the nature of the “J” in Jewish service-learning, 
and I welcome your ideas. 

Be well, 
Will

•••

Hi Will, 
While I agree that there can be a tremen-

dous value in these experiences, I also think 
that the people providing these trips need to 
ask some tough questions about the trips’ goals 
and efficacy. Some organizations are retool-
ing their logistics and vision: American Jewish 
World Service, for example, has gone through 
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such a process and has decided to end some 
of its service trips in favor of focusing, in the 
future, on key leadership populations such as 
rabbis, educators, and lay leaders. The hope, I 
imagine, is that this will increase the likelihood 
of participants being more influential upon re-
turn. I think all trip organizers need to ask them-
selves: What kind of change on the ground, and 
how much of it, makes this time-, staff-, and 
resource-intensive project worthwhile? Are we 
only measuring success using hard-to-measure, 
if important, intangibles — such as the depth 
of the cultural exchange, the transformational 
nature of the conversations, the possibility that 

the things learned on the trip may have rever-
berations later on in participants’ lives — as an 
index?  If so, how do we know if we’re achiev-
ing our goals?  Of course the impact on hearts 
and minds is crucial to this work, but if our ul-
timate goal is indeed social justice, I think we 

also need to be adamant about using these sig-
nificant resources for concrete, measurable, and 
profound good. 

To answer your question, I do ask harder 
questions concerning international trips. The 
formidable cost of plane tickets alone demands 
real accountability. There are certainly plenty 
of ways for people to face down poverty and 
suffering, to be of service and/or to create 
transformative, cross-cultural relationships 
even in their backyard — relationships that 
might continue even after the ten days of im-
mersion. While I see the unique opportunities 
in long-distance trips, I think that, when we 
offer them, we need to be more exacting in our 
vision and evaluation.

You asked about the “J” in Jewish service, 
and it’s a great question. Genuinely Jewish trips 
must offer something one couldn’t find on a sec-
ular American trip. In order for an experience 
to be authentically Jewish, there must be more 
than just a Maimonides text thrown into discus-
sion sessions. We need to not be afraid of God-
language or of engaging with the holy, rather 
than sticking to the safety of a secularized “tik-
kun olam” handle, and we need to help people 
understand their questions and wrestlings about 
what they experience on the trip from within 
the talmudic tradition. What do you think?  And 
what are your thoughts on service-learning trips 
to Israel — including those that complicate a 
simplistic narrative? What should our vision for 
the future look like?  

B’kavod, 
Danya

•••

Hi Danya.
While we should strive for the ideal, we 

shouldn’t let that paralyze us. I understand that 
the costs of these trips are formidable (and, as 
an aside, personally, I don’t believe that service-
learning flights should be subsidized), and if 
people were involved in their local communities, 
there would be a greater possibility of sustained 
relationships. But in the quest for social justice, 
we need to start where people are and to push, 
prod, and challenge. If that means an expen-
sive flight — even if the funds could serve the 
local community better — so be it. I suspect it 
is very rare that an individual will say, “I’ll forgo 
my experience and send my money directly to 
the community.” 

The experience of witnessing poverty and 
struggling with the question of the value of flying  

GuideDiscussion

1.	 How does Judaism support the notion of “calling” — that 
is, how do we draw on our own talents and strengths to be 
of “service” to our selves, our families, our communities, and 
the world? 

2.	 “Avodah” means “work,” “prayer,” and “service.” How does  
the building of the mishkan, the tabernacle, become emblematic 
of “work” and “service” to God? And how does that service to God 
inform and challenge our contemporary understanding of freedom? 

3.	 What does it mean to pray, as we do in the Yom Kippur Musaf, 
for the restoration of sacrifices and Temple worship, when most 
of us don’t really want them re-instituted?

4.	 The Avodah service is recited by the High Priest in the Holy of 
Holies. How does this historical hierarchy serve in the dramatic 
moment of our liturgy? How do you wrestle with hierarchies of 
holiness (such as aliyot for Kohen, Levi, and Yisrael) in your 
community? 

5. When we historicize our difficult liturgy, do we diminish its power? 
How might we get closer to the texture, drama, and power of 
some of our more difficult prayers?

6.	 Sometimes a New Year provides opportunities to “try on” a new 
behavior. What might you experiment with this year?

These experiences are visceral, gritty, and complicated. 
And it is often when they are troubling and disruptive  
that they become transformative. People get involved  

with what they can see, touch and feel for themselves,  
not what others tell them.
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across the planet or the country to do a service 
project for a week can and should not be sani-
tized or overly intellectualized. These experi-
ences are visceral, gritty, and complicated. And 
it is often when they are troubling and disrup-
tive that they become transformative. People 
get involved with what they can see, touch, and 
feel for themselves, not what others tell them. 
Moses didn’t take action when he was stand-
ing on the balcony watching the people toiling; 
he had to go down to the street to feel the 
indignity of the slaves. And if he hadn’t tried 
to help, he would never have learned that the 
root of the problem was Pharaoh. Similarly, par-
ticipants need to go through a process to fully 
understand the underlying systemic issues. 
They may start by digging a hole, but that is 
not where it ends. And even if we haven’t mea-
sured the results, it doesn’t mean that “pro-
found good” hasn’t happened.

These experiences should not be for an elite 
few, but rather for anyone whose “heart moves 
them,” and who is willing to take the experience 
seriously. Many people, myself included, would 
not be working for social change if it were not 
for an international service-learning experience. 

Regarding service-learning trips to Israel, 
they have great potential. Repair the World just 
conducted a study that demonstrated their  
impact. As a people, we need to learn how to 
live in the gray area and stop pretending that 
the world is black or white. 

Be well, 
Will	
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For whom are the trees planted? For whom the 
fruit and the shade?
Who is deserving of the fairest fruit produced 

by man’s creative spirit in every land?
Do we dare to be extraordinary? Does Israel dare 

to be different from other 
nations and go beyond the 
murkiness of other coun-
tries both east and west? 

That seems to be the 
call of Yom Kippur. Our avo-
dah, our work, is a call to 
travel further from the mun-
dane, and in that journey to 
relive the majesty and splen-
dor of our faith and hopes.

We have a choice, in 
the words of T. S. Elliot’s 
“The Love Story of J. Alfred 
Prufrock,” to measure out 
our lives with coffee spoons 
or to dare to disturb the 
universe. Yom Kippur is a 
moment each year for us 
to grasp at such opportu-
nities for meaning and to 
ask questions that move 
worlds. That is the purpose 
of the Avodah service: The 
High Priest lifts us up so 
that we will not be found 
wanting under the scrutiny 
of God’s gaze. 

To surrender to the 
power of prayer and devo-
tion, to dare to change the 
order of worlds through our 
desire to do and mean real 
things, to make a difference 
in our lives —these are the 
prayers of Bialik and the 
pious alike. 	— Abram Sterne   

American Judaism in the 
latter half of the 20th 

century distanced itself 
from those aspects of the 
tradition that seemed anti-
quated. Many approached 
prayer and ritual with 
academic rationalism and 
removed or downplayed 
references to the Temple 
and its sacrifices. Much of 
this change was necessary 
in order to speak to Jews 
living in the modern world. 
But something was also lost 
along the way.

The scene painted by 
the Avodah service may 
make us squeamish as moderns, but the Yom Kippur 
service in the Temple must have been powerful and 
moving for those who experienced it. The dramatic 
confessions of the High Priest, the pageantry of send-
ing our sins away on the goal to Azazel, the mystical 

enchantment of hearing God’s ineffable name, the sen-
sation and pathos of bowing low to the ground — all 
of these elements had to touch something very deep. 

Today, Jews are expressing a longing for a new 
sort of Mikdash — one grounded in tradition and open 

to creativity. We seek  an 
experienced and embod-
ied Judaism that speaks 
to our modern sensibili-
ties but also cuts deep into 
our souls and our need for 
what the Avodah service 
provided — renewal (tes-
huvah) and rebirth (kap-
parah). 	— Salomon Gruenwald

How do we value human 
creativity in the form 

of avodah, understood as 
work, worship, and service, 
in contrast to melakhah, 
understood as creative 
activity? In the two narra-
tives of human creation, the 
Torah reveals the purpose 
of human creativity. In the 
first, after six days of cre-
ation, God forms humans 
to emulate God’s powers 
of melakhah. In the second 
narrative, God forms hu-
mans to complete a world 
that lacks a person to en-
gage in avodah with the 
formed earth. How does the 
human, created to creatively 
act, differ from the human 
intended to work, worship, 
and serve the world?

The answer lies be-
tween these two narra-
tives, when God rests. Like 
God, we rest on Shabbat 
— embracing avodah, yet 
desisting from melakhah. 
Through havdalah, we 
distinguish between our  
creative capacity to be 
engaged in creating some-
thing in its complete form  
(melakhah) and the cre-
ative engagement in 
process (avodah). While 
melakhah births a moment 
of creation into the world, 
avodah continuously cre-
ates for the world. Avodah 
fulfills the human desire 
to find purpose through 
experiencing the world. 
Yearning to connect with 

our selves, others, and God, avodah, as a continuous 
creative encounter with the world, offers a means to 
this journey. Let us learn not only to produce but also 
to work within worship, and to serve in the garden of 
God’s creation. 	 — Yechiel Hoffman 

Who in the garden planted trees? 
For fruit and shade, of all species. 
For fruit and shade, of all species. 
And in the fields, grain did seed?  

To whom our thanks? 
To whom our blessing? 

To ‘avodah’ and to ‘melakhah.’
— Hayyim Nahman Bialik,  

“Shir Ha-Avodah ve-ha-Melakhah,” 1932

“The windows of this house will be open  
on every side, that the fairest fruit produced 

by man’s creative spirit in every land  
and every age may enter.” 

— from a speech by Bialik at the cornerstone- 
laying ceremony for the Hebrew University, 1925

The ecstatic superlatives of the Yom Kippur musaf 
piyyut, “Mareh Kohen” (the Kohen’s Appearance), 
which describe the splendor of the High Priest as 
he emerged from the Avodah service alive and 
unscathed, conveys the relief of an entire people 
that has escaped death. The Temple service, in 
particular the Avodah ritual, was the vehicle for 
Jewish continuity. And when the Temple was de-
stroyed, memory replaced it. 

Unlike the handful of modern literalists who 
dream of a Third Temple on Mount Moriah, Bialik, 
the self-proclaimed draftsman for the perpetuation 
of Jewish culture, seems to have envisioned a Third 
Temple just one peak over, on Mount Scopus. His 
speech at the cornerstone-laying ceremony for the 
Hebrew University is rife with Temple imagery; he re-
fers to the imagined structure as a “house” to which 
the masses will throng bearing the “fairest fruit,” the 
bikkurim. Bialik envisioned this Temple as open to 
“every land,” recalling “a house of prayer for all the 
nations.” (Isaiah 56:7) Perhaps Bialik, in his famous 
chorus, nods to the High Priest, with his words: “To 
whom our thanks? To whom our blessing? To ‘avo-
dah’ and to ‘melakhah.’” How might we reinterpret 
specific elements of the Avodah — “High Priest,” 
“confession,” “goat for Azazel” — in keeping with Bi-
alik’s modern incarnation of a Temple that integrates 
particular and universal, tradition and renewal?  	

— Jessica Bonn 

gnab
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It asks: What is “revere” and what is “honor”? Again, honor ensures 
that the needs of the elder are met, and reverence — the child “must 
neither stand in his [the father’s] place nor sit in his place, nor con-
tradict his words, nor tip the scales against him” — suggests that we 
respect our parents’ wishes without contradiction, allowing them to 
make their own decisions whenever possible. 

Though I could have launched this series on parenting with a column 
on babies or children — there is no shortage of topics that address ethical 
questions in child rearing — I chose instead to focus on the other end of 
the spectrum. It is often our experience of being the child that informs our 
own parenting — learning through example (or counter example) how 
to love, nurture, be gentle and forceful, set limits and boundaries, listen 
and hear, speak with and not at, stand close or lean away. We don’t learn 
only from our parents, of course, but regardless of how much we try to 
distinguish ourselves from them, the imprint is noticeable. And we know 
that our parenting leaves a similar residue in our children. This past year 
I’ve watched my daughter become a mother, I’ve been struck by the easy 
assimilation of what she carries forward from my mothering instincts and 
behaviors — and, no doubt, what she’s discarded. 

Over the next months, among the questions we will explore are: 
• Is it ethical for parents to tell their children something they don’t 

believe?
• How do we negotiate the line between respect for authority and  

critical thinking? How do parents teach children about obedience and 
loyalty and yet acknowledge bad systems, or evil?

• Is it ethical for parents to read their children’s private writings in 
an effort to “protect” them?

• How do parents weigh the decision about vaccinating children?
• What are the limits of “helping” our children with their home-

work? With their college applications?
• Is it ethical for parents to lie on their children’s behalf? 
• How much does a parent contemplating a personal change that will 

severely test or possibly dissolve the family(for example, divorce or a gen-
der identity transition) need to take into consideration his or her children? 

• How do we weigh decisions about eating in the non-kosher or less 
strictly kosher or even more kosher homes of our grown children or parents 
(or parents-in-law)?

• What ethical questions are raised if parents decide to conceive 
another child because his or her bone marrow could be a match for and 
save the life of their older child?

Visit our ethics page on shma.com to raise additional questions, 
and to join the conversation and share your own experiences and ob-
servations about how you have understood your ethical responsibilities 
as a parent. 	
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Who are Sh’ma Readers? 
“They are deeply committed to Jewish tradition 
and Jewish continuity; spiritually curious and at 
times adventurous; at home, at least to some ex-
tent, with the world of Jewish texts and the tex-
ture of Jewish rituals; appreciative of the many 
genuine intellectual, ethical, and political ben-
efits of secular modernity though not unaware of 
its fraught relationship with Jewish life; people 
for whom their Jewish identity is a vital compo-
nent in an ongoing process of self-creation and 
expression by the light of their understanding of 
morals, community, and spirituality, a process 
they share with other families of humanity, and 
with concerned individuals everywhere.”
Professor Yehudah Mirsky, Brandeis University Israel Center

Our Vision
Each month, Sh’ma creates a “conversation” in 
print, digital, and online forms that bring to-
gether an array of voices around a single theme. 
These voices cross the spectrum of Judaism 
— secular and religious, communal and non-
partisan, engaged and striving — and expose 
readers to challenging, sometimes conflicting 
ideas. We are guided in this approach by the 
wisdom of elu v’ elu, both these and also these 
are the words of God. We raise relevant ques-
tions thoughtfully and wrestle lovingly with 
Jewish concerns as we attempt to navigate the 
intellectual, communal, and spiritual challenges 
of contemporary Judaism. Our focus is on ideas 
— their complexity and range, and how they 
inform action. Sh’ma hosts intelligent and cre-
ative conversations that reside outside of any 
particular institution. Our readers turn to Sh’ma 
to find what they cannot find elsewhere — con-
cise, accessible, informative, and intelligent 
discussion and argumentation. At the intersec-
tion of tradition and change, Sh’ma helps read-
ers confront modernity with a deep respect for 
Jewish values and accumulated wisdom, bring-
ing to bear the richness of Jewish sources, texts, 
philosophy, and experience.

Are You One of Our Readers?
Join us as we pursue a multivocal Judaism. Use 
Sh’ma as your vehicle for study, your tool and  
resource for a lifelong Jewish journey. Read 
Sh’ma each month and visit our online S Blog 
daily to view the world through a Jewish lens that 
is inclusive, expansive, and thought provoking. 

Subscribe online at shma.com

Sh’ma invites a plurality of voices to 
engage with matters critical to contemporary 
Judaism. We aim to inspire Jews and fellow 
travelers to think deeply, act responsibly, 
and better our communities.

Subscribe to Sh’ma
During the month of September,  

purchase a new subscription for only $15. 
Use code: SHH13

Subscribe online at shma.com



[ 2 4 ]   S E P T E M B E R  2 0 1 3  |  T I S H R E I  5 7 7 4

September 2013 | Tishrei 5774

To subscribe: 877-568-SHMA
www.shma.com
Sh’ma Institute
P.O. Box 439  
Congers, NY 10920-0439

Return Service Requested

NON PROFIT ORG.  

U.S. POSTAGE PAID 

NORTH READING, MA

PERMIT #168

Learning to Parent 
S U S A N  B E R R I N

This year, our Sigi Ziering  
column focuses on the 
ethics of parenting. Each 
month, an esteemed 
guest columnist will  
wrestle with what Jewish 
texts and our interpretive 
tradition teach us about 
the multidimensional 
understandings of family 
and the ethical questions 
that are raised as parents 
take on parenting with 
serious reflection. This 
column is sponsored 
by Bruce Whizin and 
Marilyn Ziering in honor 
of Marilyn’s husband, 
Sigi Ziering, of blessed 
memory. Visit shma.com 
to view the series and 
responses. 

Ethics 
Sigi Ziering

Susan Berrin, the editor 
of Sh’ma, is also editor of 

two anthologies, A Heart of 
Wisdom: Making the Jewish 

Journey from Midlife Through 
the Elder Years (Jewish 

Lights) and Celebrating the 
New Moon: A Rosh Chodesh 
Anthology (Jason Aronson).

Many of us, fortunate to become par-
ents, do our best to raise happy, 
independent, and emotionally and 

physically healthy children. This year, on the 
back page of each issue, we will be exploring 
the ethical obligations of parenting. We define 
parenting broadly: parenting children from 
birth through their adulthood, and what feels 
like “parenting” when we care for our elder 
parents as they age and require a different kind 
of filial attention. We define ethics broadly as 
well: We’ll look at the moral dimensions of par-
enting and the array of values that are tested 
as parents coach their child developmentally 
through life’s challenges. 

Over the course of ten columns, writers 
will explore Jewish texts and traditions and 
imagine creatively how to address the ques-
tions parents face about the day-to-day prac-
ticalities of life as well as the big existential 
questions we want to share with our children. 

My husband and I have five children; three 
are my biological children, and my husband 
brought two into our marriage. Now in their 
20s and 30s, these independent and interde-
pendent beings remain much in our lives, 
and we often find ourselves reflecting on the 
choices we and they make.

We also have two living parents, each in 
their 90s. My mother, 92, has lived alone for 
the past 27 years since my father died. I’m 
blessed, I know, because I built my life on a 
solid foundation of love; there was nothing 
equivocal about my parents’ love for me or 
my mother’s role as a mother. I only began 
to grasp that unusual upbringing in my 20s as 
a college student who compared notes from 

childhood with other young women. 
But now, life has put before me several 

complicated questions: Who is my mother to 
me? What of the term (and role) “mother” still 
exists in our relationship? How do I responsibly 
serve and respond to the glimpses of “mother-
as-mother” in the context of a very old, frail, 
and sometimes forgetful woman? Almost a 
year ago, she had a fall and then a brief stay in 
the hospital and rehab center. On her release, 
her discharge team recommended that she not 
live alone. But my mother is happiest in her 
own environment, and she doesn’t have the 
resources for more than sporadic help (house-
keeping, occasional driver for errands). Does 
my mother have the right to make her own de-
cisions — even if they leave her vulnerable or 
at odds with professional advice? At what price 
happiness? At what price my clear conscience 
or my ease, knowing she’s safe? When do I 
push her to do more, and when not? At what 
point do my sister and I (for her or with her) 
veto her wishes? 

Two biblical verses address the relation-
ship of a child to her or his parents: The fifth 
commandment, “Kibud av v’em,” “Honor your 
father and your mother…” (Exodus 20:12) and 
“Ish imo v’aviv tira’u” “Each person shall re-
vere his mother and father.” (Leviticus 19:3) 
Why the two commandments? One teaches to 
honor and the other to revere; one teaches us 
a behavior and the other an attitude. Not all of 
us have parents we can revere, but — accord-
ing to Jewish teachings — we must still honor 
them and attend to their needs. A passage in 
BT Kiddushin (31b) helps with this distinction. 

continued on page 23


