Welcome from Dayan Binstock

Dear Friends

Welcome to our Rosh Hashanah services at St Johns Wood Shul.

Whether you are one of our regular attendees at our services on weekday or Shabbat; whether you are an occasional visitor; or whether you simply turn up for a bit on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, may I take this opportunity to wish you and your family a happy, healthy and peaceful New Year.

The service on Rosh Hashanah is, of course, longer that the average Shabbat. Nevertheless, we intend to finish by about 1.15 pm. This book has been prepared to assist you in the Synagogue. It contains essays and explanations on different aspects of the service which we hope will pique your interest. We are grateful to Rabbi Ari Shainfield and David Burr for all the effort they have made in compiling this book.

This year, we are again running a special Explanatory Services on both days of Rosh  Hashanah in the David Weisz Hall (the ‘Succah’) starting 11am. This will be conducted with in conjunction with Aish UK and led by Rabbi Moshe Mayerfeld. It will offer an opportunity for a more informal service with a chance to stop and discuss aspects of the prayers.

This year, the Rosh Hashanah experience for many people will immeasurably be enhanced by the new Koren Machzor with the translation and commentary by the Chief Rabbi. A number of copies have been generously donated to the shul for the use of members. Make sure you take the opportunity to look at this new Machzor! Your time will be well rewarded! 

A key part of the service on Rosh Hashanah is to hear the sound of the Shofar. The Shofar I will be using is the long curly horn of a wild ram or kudu. It makes what I hope will be a powerful sound to stir us into reflecting on our lives. The shofar is first sounded at about 9.50 am and the final sounds will be about 12.30 pm. If you know of someone who is unable to come to Synagogue and would appreciate hearing the shofar, do let me know and we will do our best to see of someone can visit them and blow the shofar for them.

In his commentary to the new Machzor Chief Rabbi Sacks writes that “the shofar is the wordless cry at the heart of a religion of words. Judaism is a profoundly verbal culture, a religion of holy texts, impassioned conversation, and ‘argument for the sake of heaven.’ Yet there is a time for emotions that lie too deep for words. The sounds of the shofar break through the carapace of the self-justifying mind, and touches us directly, at the most primal level of our being.”

The shofar has the capacity to open the hearts of all of us to commune with G-d. May our collective prayers assemble on High, that we, our families and loved ones, all Israel and all Mankind, be inscribed in the Book of Good Life.

Ari Shainfield <ari@shulinthewood.com>
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New Year Messages

From Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis

In Jewish tradition, the names we give to places and concepts invariably capture the essence of what they represent. Our central congregational location for prayer is no exception.  Located at the heart of our communities, it has three well-known names: beit tefillah, beit knesset and shul.
Firstly, beit tefillah or ‘house of prayer’. This title was given by G-d to the Temple in Jerusalem and continues to be a most apposite term used to this day. It expresses the building’s core purpose of providing a place through which we connect with our Creator and experience His presence in a spiritually rewarding way. Through our synagogues facing Jerusalem, we also recognise the centrality of Israel in our lives.

Another name is beit knesset or ‘house of gathering’. In vogue since ancient times, beit knesset adds a significant dimension to the role of our synagogues.  Indeed, the Greek word synagogue similarly means ‘house of gathering’.

The connotation is clear: our synagogues, especially in the Diaspora, are the central focal points for Jewish social and cultural interaction for individuals of all ages and groups of all types. Not only do we enjoy an encounter with G-d within its walls; we also engage socially with friends and acquaintances. The weekly kiddush epitomises the beit knesset, providing an opportunity for us to connect with others in a warm and welcoming atmosphere. It is encounters of this nature that weave the social fabric of our communities.

The colloquial name for our synagogues - shul - is taken from the German word meaning ‘school’.  Historically, the local school was housed within the synagogue building. In this spirit, many shuls today have a kindergarten and run a cheder for children on their premises.

The word ‘shul’ adds a further dimension to our communal vision.  Formal and informal education, for members of all ages and all backgrounds, must be at the heart of our shared communal experiences. In seeking to guarantee the on-going vitality of our congregations, we recognise that an in-depth awareness of our rich heritage will pave the way for a meaningful and fulfilling Jewish life in the future.
It is my hope and prayer that all our community centres live up to the three names we give them, becoming outstanding houses of prayer, houses of gathering and shuls rolled into one. Providing a combined location for communal spirituality, a meeting place for communal interaction and a home for communal learning will ensure we have vibrant and dynamic centres of Jewish activity. Building on the successes of the past we will transform our synagogues into powerhouses of Jewish religious, social, cultural and educational activity.
I feel very privileged to have been selected to be your Chief Rabbi and I am looking forward to having a close association with your community and others throughout the UK & Commonwealth. We are blessed to have such outstanding rabbis and lay leaders and, together with them, I will be seeking to further enrich community life.
Valerie and I extend to you all our very best wishes for a happy, healthy, peaceful and fulfilling New Year. I look forward to working together with you to develop and grow our local congregations and our wonderful British & Commonwealth Jewish communities for the benefit of us all and all of Am Yisrael.

Shana tova, Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis

From Charles Lossos

As you entered our main shul this yom tov, you will surely have noticed the glorious new white Paroches (ark curtain) and Bimah covers which have been presented to the community in memory of the late Sam and Myrtle Peires z”l. We are grateful to the Peires family for bestowing on the community this beautiful gift which we hope will glorify our shul over the Yomim Noraim for many years to come. 

The dedication on the Paroches comes from Psalm 27, L’Dovid Hashem Ori Ve’Yishi, which is recited daily in our services from the beginning of the month of Ellul through to the end of the festive period on Shmini Atseres. According to the Midrash, one of the reasons we say this psalm is that it contains within it, references to all the major holidays which start off the new year. Its opening— Hashem Ori - ”Hashem is my light” - refers to Rosh Hashanah, the beginning of the renewed light that comes into the world at the beginning of the year. VeYishi - “and my salvation” - refers to Yom Kippur, a time of return to Hashem and spiritual redemption. Ki Yitzpnayni B’Succoh - “He will conceal me in the hidden places of His tent” - refers to Succos, during which we sit in huts which remind us of the tents in which we dwelled as we wandered in the desert for forty years. The Psalm features numerous key words that emanate principles of hope, optimism, strength, happiness and faith in the service of Hashem.  

As a community, we try to replicate these principles:
Hope: By adhering to our traditions and our heritage we represent a chain going back thousands of years and tens of generations. As a community we hope that our example will continue to inspire our children and grandchildren to continue this chain into future generations. 

Optimism: We are blessed with the leadership of a superb team of religious leaders, led by our outstanding and learned Rabbi, Dayan Binstock and our wonderful Chazan, Cantor Moshe Haschel. Our Associate Rabbi, Ari and his wife Rifki Shainfield further enhance our communal reputation and our Youth Directors, Gideon and Sara Halter are bringing our young people into the shul in unprecedented numbers. We thank them all for their hard work. We are confident that led by such a team, our community has the most optimistic future ahead.

Strength: On a daily basis our building is thronging with activity. Babes in the Wood; Kindergarten; Children’s and Youth Services; Bar & Bat Mitzvah Programmes; Cheder; Girls Shabbat Programmes; Young Adults and Newly Marrieds Hospitality; Lectures; Shiurim; Kiddushim; Communal Dinners; Hi-profile guest speakers; JACS; Book Club; Theatre Club; Ladies Guild Activities; Seniors Care; and Bereavement Counselling; to name but some, run alongside regular breakfasts, lunches, dinners and everything in-between. Many of these are organised by volunteers who give up their time for the benefit of the community. Such volunteering and activity gives us strength. It shows that we are a true Kehillah Kedosha - a holy congregation - whose total amounts to greater than the sum of its parts. Why not come along and join us? Your participation can only strengthen us further. 

Happiness: Simchas Torah, Chanukah, Purim, Births, Bar & Bat Mitzvahs, Aufrufs, Weddings, Special Anniversaries, Birthdays or even a regular Shabbos or Yom Tov are just some of the wonderful occasions which bring happiness to the community. We dance, sing and clap (and of course eat!) whilst celebrating all of these important milestones which bring us happiness.

As we enter this New Year, we hope that through our services, reading this booklet and reciting Psalm 27 with us, you will be inspired to further reconnect with your community and with your Judaism. If you are not already a member of the shul, please consider signing up. Every member counts. If you are already a member, please join us for some of the array of events and services which we provide. If you like what we are doing, please tell your friends to come along and join us. 

We hope that this year will be one of hope, optimism, strength and happiness for each and every one of us and that in the merit of our faith in Hashem, the entire community should be inscribed in the Book of Life for a good and sweet New Year.  

From Stephen Pack and Jeremy Jacobs

Over 60 Synagogues are part of the United Synagogue family, each with its own unique profile but all adhering to an authentic, inclusive and modern Judaism. We are immensely proud of all our communities eagerness to provide educational, social and cultural programming for their members, as well as running Shabbat services. None of these initiatives would be possible without our dedicated team of fantastic Rabbonim, Rebbetzens, lay leaders, Tribe youth directors, administrators and all other staff members and volunteers.
Many communities have travelled to Israel and Poland on successful heritage trips, organised in partnership with the Living & Learning department. We are delighted to support communities in arranging these fantastic tours for adults throughout the year. Closer to home, three of our communities hosted their own Shabbatons’ away from home. Over 350 US members took part in these Shabbat experiences, hosted by Stanmore & Canons Park, South Hampstead and HGSS. The Shabbatonim were a first for the US Living & Learning department who jointly organised the weekends with the local Rabbonim and Tribe. Everyone had an amazing time sharing a unique Shabbat experience.
All community trips, regardless of whether they are held in the UK or abroad, are not only educational; they are an excellent way to strengthen community bonds in a more informal setting. If your community is interested in organising a Shabbaton away from home or a heritage trip, please contact our wonderful events co-ordinator, Nomi Goldberg (ngoldberg@theus.org.uk).

The United Synagogue is proud to be a Zionist organisation. We encouraged our communities to take part in the Closer to Israel parade, celebrating 65 years since the establishment of the State of Israel. Our bus was proudly decorated with Israeli flags and it was great to see so many of you out in support.
We have been delighted to welcome this year both Highams Park & Chingford and the Wanstead & Woodford communities who both voted overwhelmingly in favour of becoming full US member communities. Additionally, we were also thrilled to announce that Hadley Wood has become a full member of The US. We are looking forward to working with these new communities, to help them grow as vibrant centres of Jewish life.
Times are changing too for the entire Jewish community as our esteemed Chief Rabbi, Lord Sacks, begins the next stage in his illustrious rabbinical career. Almost 2,000 attended our farewell event for Lord Sacks, titled “Our Journey with The Chief… which included a fascinating live conversation between Lord Sacks and Sir David Frost. The evening was an opportunity for our members to thank the Chief Rabbi for the tremendous impact that he has had on British society, and on the United Synagogue in particular. We wish him and Lady Elaine all the very best for the future.
Rosh Hashanah marks the beginning of the tenure of our new Chief Rabbi, Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis. Since the announcement of his appointment, we have established a healthy working relationship with Rabbi Mirvis, with regular meetings to update him on the fantastic work of the United Synagogue and to discuss future strategies. We look forward to continue working very closely with Rabbi Mirvis. He is truly a outstanding Rabbi, and will grace the position of Chief Rabbi.
We wish all of our members a happy, healthy and meaningful new year.
Guide To Pages In The Machzor

Rosh Hashana First Day
	Welcome to our Rosh Hashana services. Periodically an announcement will be made referring to the number of the prayer in the Service. This indicates the current prayer for which page numbers are given in the Koren, Artscroll, Routledge and Birnbaum (Single) prayer books.
	Ref.
Prayer
Koren

Artscroll

Routledge

Birnbaum

SHACHARIT – MORNING SERVICE

1

Ha’Melech

341

262

80

169

2

Silent Amidah

387

296

91

201

to 401

to 304

to 95

to 209

3

Repetition of Amidah

405

306

95

209

4

Le’Keil Orech Din

441

330

106

261

5

Kedushah

443

332

107

261

6
Avinu Malkenu

455

384

111

271

7

Ein Kamochah

463

390

114

277

8

Reading the Torah

473

402

117

287

9

Haftarah

483

416

121

295

10
Sounding of the Shofar

495

432

126

315

MUSAF – ADDITIONAL SERVICE

11

Silent Amidah

515

448

131

327

to 549

to 468

to 142

to 347

12

Repetition of Amidah

551

470

142

349

13

Unetanah Tokef

565

480

146

361

14

Kedushah

577

486

148

363

15

Vechol Ma’aminim

581

490

149

367

16

Aleinu

595

500

154

377

17

Ochilah La’Keil

601

504

155

379

18
1st Shofar in Repetition

607

508

157

383

19
2nd Shofar in Repetition

617

514

160

389

20
3rd Shofar in Repetition

623

520

162

393

21
Duchaning

629

524

164

397

22

Hayom Te’amtzeinu

633

532

166

405

23

Ein Keilokeinu

639

586

168

409

24

Adon Olam

203

88

171

419




Rosh Hashana Second Day

	Welcome to our Rosh Hashana services. Periodically an announcement will be made referring to the number of the prayer in the Service. This indicates the current prayer for which page numbers are given in the Koren, Artscroll, Routledge and Birnbaum (Single) prayer books.
	Ref.
Prayer
Koren

Artscroll

Routledge

Birnbaum

SHACHARIT – MORNING SERVICE

25

Ha’Melech

341

262

176

169

26

Silent Amidah

387

296

186

201

to 401

to 304

to 190

to 209

27

Repetition of Amidah

657

342

190

229

28

Kedushah

703

374

205

261

29

Avinu Malkenu

715

384

210

271

30

Ein Kamochah

723

390

213

277

31

Reading the Torah

733

402

216

299

32

Haftarah

741

416

219

305

33

Sounding of the Shofar

749

432

222

315

MUSAF – ADDITIONAL SERVICE

34

Hineni

759

444

---

325

35

Silent Amidah

763

448

227

327

to 795

to 468

to 237

to 347

36

Repetition of Amidah

797

536

238

359

37

Le’Keil Orech Din

799

538

205

261

38

Unetanah Tokef

801

538

146

361

39

Kedushah

809

542

148

363

40

Vechol Ma’aminim

813

546

149

367

41

Aleinu

825

554

154

377

42

Ochilah La’Keil

829

558

155

379

43

1st Shofar in Repetition

835

562

157

383

44

2nd Shofar in Repetition

843

566

160

389

45

3rd Shofar in Repetition

849

570

162

393

46

Duchaning

857

574

164

397

47

Hayom Te’amtzeinu

861

582

166

405

48

Ein Keilokeinu

867

586

168

409

49

Adon Olam

203

88

171

419




Yom Kippur

	Welcome to our Yom Kippur services. Periodically an announcement will be made referring to the number of the prayer in the Service. This indicates the current prayer for which page numbers are given in the Koren, Artscroll, Routledge and Birnbaum (Single) prayer books.
	Ref.
Prayer
Koren

Artscroll

Routledge

Birnbaum

1

KOL NIDREI

51

58

15

489

2

Barchu

63

66

17

495

3

Silent Amidah

77

78

22

503

4

Ya’aleh

107

102

31

521

5

Selach Na

121

112

36

531

6

Omnam Ken

127

116

38

533

7

Ki Kinei

133

120

39

537

8

Shema Koleinu

143

126

45

545

9

Ashamnu

149

130

46

547

10

Al Chet

155

132

49

551

11
Avinu Malkeinu

171

144

55

565

12

Aleinu

181

152

58

571

13

Anim Zemirot

187

188

73

127

14

Yigdal

193

158

75

55

15

Adon Olam

195

158

76

55

SHACHARIT – MORNING SERVICE

16

Ha’Melech

535

320

33

581

17

Silent Amidah

577
350

44

605

18

Repetition of Amidah

601

366

53

623

19

Ata Hu Elokenu

619

376

57

633

20

Imru Lelokim

639

390

64

645

21

Ha’aderet

649

402

70

657

22

LeKeil Orech Din

659

404

77

661

23

Zechor Rachamecha

671

412

90

669

24

Shema Koleinu

679

416

92

673

25

Al Chet

687

422

96

679

26
Avinu Malkeinu

711

436

104

695

27

Ein Kamochah

719

440

107

701

28

Torah Reading

727

452

110

711

29

Yizkor

Our YIZKOR Booklet




Yom Kippur

	Welcome to our Yom Kippur services. Periodically an announcement will be made referring to the number of the prayer in the Service. This indicates the current prayer for which page numbers are given in the Koren, Artscroll, Routledge and Birnbaum (Single) prayer books.
	Ref.
Prayer
Koren

Artscroll

Routledge

Birnbaum

MUSAF – ADDITIONAL SERVICE

30

Hineni

769

482

---

743

31

Silent Amidah

775

486

124

745

32

Repetition of Amidah

801

502

134

763

33

Imru Lelokim

831

522

144

781

34

Unetaneh Tokef

843

530

149

789

35

Kedushah

853

534

151

793

36

Vechol Ma’aminim

859

538

152

797

37

Aleinu

873

550

157

807

38

Ochila

877

554

158

809

39

Vekach Haya Omer

885

560

161

815

40

Zechor Rachamacha

927

584

178

845

41

Shema Koleinu

945

596

183

847

42

Al Chet

953

600

186

853

43

Duchening

975

614

193

867

MINCHA

44

Torah Reading

985

630

197

881

45

Silent Amidah

1011

650

206

899

46

Repetition of Amidah

1037

666

215

915

47

Zechor Rachamacha

1055

676

230

927

48

Shema Koleinu

1065

682

232

931

49

Al Chet

1073

686

235

937

NEILAH

50

Ashrei

1101

706

243

957

51

Silent Amidah

1109

712

246

963

52

Repetition of Amidah

1133

726

253

977

53

Petach Lanu Sha’ar

1149

736

258

987

54

Umi Ya’amod

1153

738

260

989

55

Ki Anu Amecha

1171

750

264

1001

56

Avinu Malkenu

1185

758

269

1011

MA’ARIV

57

Ma’ariv

1199

766

272

1019




Prayer
Why Pray?
Dear Rabbi
I don't understand why I should pray? G-d must already know whatever it is that I need.
Stacia
Dear Stacia
Imagine Adam, the first human, opening his eyes for the very first time. How do we picture it? He sees a beautiful lush garden, panoply of colour, a gorgeous array of flowers, vegetation, and trees. The first moment of man is a visual delight, a celebration of existence.

Wrong! Let's try again.

The Sages teach us that Adam opens his eyes and sees a bleak and barren world. No colours. No flowers, vegetation, or trees. He is surrounded with desolation, an earth forlorn in hues of brown and grey. Adam looks deeply into himself and understands that in order to survive he must nurture and build the world around him. This will ultimately justify the purpose of his creation. He looks at the miserable earth and recognizes his total inadequacy to fulfil his task. He feels a deep emptiness, an existential void; he has been created incomplete for his task.

Adam looks Heavenward and he does something that represents the most basic instinct of humanity, something that connects all of mankind in every culture and in every age. Even a thief who breaks into a house will do it in order not to get caught. It will be perfected by the Avot (Abraham, Isaac and Jacob) and purified by the kohen gadol (high priest) as he enters the Holy of Holies on Yom Kippur. He does something that connects him to the last tear shed for the coming of mashiach.

He prays.

Within moments, the rains come pouring down; earth's goodness bursts forth and becomes the glorious Garden of Eden.

Man has prayed. G-d has answered.

The rest of history follows in much the same pattern. The word "Adam," man, has the same root as the word "adama", earth. Man, who is made from adama, justifies his existence by bringing out the potential of the adama. Thousands of years later, you and I are still "planting seeds" in the earth, justifying our own existence. How is this expressed in practice? We build a home, raise children, and concern ourselves with the improvement of society. As Jews, we study Torah and build the world through chesed (acts of kindness) by caring for those in need. And we, too, feel inadequate.

Why, though, did G-d create us with deficiencies which we must pray to fulfil?

The answer is astonishing. Although it seems totally counter-intuitive, all our problems are in fact nothing more than a means to have a relationship with G-d. Every challenge, pain, and moment of suffering, from the anguish of Adam when he opened his eyes for the very first time to the agony of the birth pains of the messianic era, they all exist so that man can connect to G-d. The act of prayer is not a solution to man's inadequacy; rather, man's inadequacy is an opportunity for prayer.

Our challenge is to internalize this crucial point. When life seems to be good we sometimes see prayer as a chore, part of our daily ritual which we squeeze in between brushing our teeth and breakfast. When life seems to be bad we rush to our prayer books to solve our problems. Yet all life's events are just roads to prayer. When the road is smooth, G-d is challenging us to acknowledge that we can take nothing for granted, that we are totally dependent on Him. And when the road is rocky, G-d is giving us the opportunity for extra intensity in prayer, to achieve an even higher level of closeness to Him.

Written by: Yirmiyahu Ullman. From: Rigshei Lev by Rabbi Menachem Nissel. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu

Ten Steps to More Meaningful Prayer

Imagine if prayer were easy ― if we all understood the texts and found that they expressed our innermost feelings; if talking to G-d was a perfectly natural thing to do. Here are ten thoughts to bring this dream a little closer as we head for the synagogue this High Holidays season.
1. Respect Your Point of View
People often ask, why do we need to pray? If G-d is perfect, shouldn’t He want to do good for us whether we ask for it or not?  According to the Torah, G-d handed you your life ― it’s yours to lead. You have to develop your own point of view of what’s good and what’s bad and ask G-d to make it happen. The greater your own appreciation of how much good there can be in G-d’s world, the deeper and more meaningful your prayers will become.
2. Know What You Want

Most people know a lot about what they would like but they don’t necessarily know what they really want:  Not a lofty dream, but a down-to-Earth value.  What do you want? Not just what would make you feel good ― something you believe in deeply. Something you can be proud of that represents who you are. For many, this is the most challenging part of prayer (if you usually spend more than 5 minutes with a menu, you know what I mean).  Take the time this year to discover what’s most valuable to you and be prepared to pray for it.
3. Want as Deeply as You Can 

Once you have your own sense of what’s worth praying for, don’t be half-hearted about it.  You get one shot at this life and its value is endless. Think often about how good things could be and develop as thoroughly as you can the desire to see it happen. The fuel that drives prayer is caring deeply about the object of your prayer. G-d responds especially to how deeply you believe in something and how invested you are. Warning: Be sure not to need it or to expect it. It’s a subtle difference, but crossing this line is emotionally unhealthy.
4. Know the Definition of a Successful Prayer

The sole purpose of prayer, according to the Torah, is not to get what we want or to serve some divine need for attention. Prayer is about defining our relationship with G-d through our investment in His world.  A prayer is most successful when we feel our dependence on G-d by coming to Him for something we want, knowing He is intently listening. When we come away from such a prayer, we should know that G-d has considered our presentation and, whether He believes in this particular idea or not, we know we went to the right place.
5. Imagine G-d as Your Father, the King

If you’ve ever seen G-d, you’re in the wrong religion. In Judaism, imagining an encounter with G-d is the ultimate challenge because, as we learn in the Ten Commandments, G-d has no image.  Rabbi Akiva taught us, and it has become a highlight of the High Holiday prayer, to think of G-d as “Our Father, Our King” (Avinu Malkeinu). As your father, G-d wants what’s good for you more than you do. As your King, His vision is as broad as His Kingdom and His power is immeasurably beyond yours.
6. Step into G-d’s Presence

This is practical advice that is built into the way we pray. We are taught to take three steps forward before praying and this physical aide can make all the difference. As mentioned above (#5), imagining the encounter with G-d is not easy. Before you pray, think about the fact that you are not yet in G-d’s presence. When you are ready, take three steps forward, imagining you are entering His presence and that He is, so to speak, turning His full attention to listen to you. 
7. Know You Are Eternal…

When you approach G-d (and especially when you are preparing to), keep in mind the big picture.  G-d does not just see you the way you are today and neither should you. Especially on the High Holidays, G-d appreciates where you fit into His whole scheme of Creation.  As a member of G-d’s people, your life is more important than you can ever know. By developing a sense that you are connected to G-d’s plan, you will raise the level of your prayer beyond the mundane…
8. … But Know Your Human Needs

…but don’t imagine that life is not mundane also.  The Talmud even refers to a prayer that we should find a nearby bathroom when we need one.  As human beings, our needs are many and they are often maddening (Ever pray for good cell-phone reception when you happen to be entering a tunnel as an especially important call is coming in?) We are never more human than when we engage the little details of life that we wish would take care of themselves but rarely seem to. Pray for the small things along with the great ones. 

9. Study the Prayers Before You Pray

One of the most oft-cited barriers to meaningful prayer is the inaccessibility of the traditional prayers themselves. There is so much there, the translations are often unclear and the themes can be hard to connect with. So why do we need them? Because (a) they are the deepest expression of our ideal relationship with G-d and (b) they save us from our own fantasies. Start by finding prayers you identify with. By learning more about them, you can deepen your appreciation of your own values. From there, study other prayers the same way and you will discover new dimensions to prayer you can grow into.

10. Don’t Obsess Over What Page to Be On

Even for those who go to synagogue regularly, the High Holiday prayers are new and sometimes hard to follow. Don’t obsess over what page everyone else is on. G-d does not grade you based on how well you kept up with the service. As the Talmud says, G-d wants you to open your heart.  If you need to spend more time on one prayer than everyone else, do it. The central value of prayer is what takes place between you and G-d. Praying as a community is meant to strengthen you, not to distract you or to substitute for your own feelings.
Written by: Dovid Goldman. From Jewish Spirit Magazine, Fall 2005. Reprinted with permission.

Matriarchs in Prayer

Dear Rabbi
Our Conservative congregation has floated the idea of adding the Imahot (Matriarchs) to the Amida in the places in which the Avot (Patriarchs) are mentioned. So far, there has been no suggestion of adding the Imahot in other areas where the Avot are mentioned.

What are the reasons for the Imahot not having been included originally, and what are the pros and cons of adding them?

David

Dear David
From a technical standpoint it would be inappropriate to use G-d of Sarah, Rivka, Rachel and Leah as there is no such Biblical reference. Furthermore, technically, when the siddur mentions the G-d of Abraham or Isaac it is not simply the possessive form; rather it indicates a Name of G-d, which represents a manner in which the Creator interacts with the world He created — through the characteristics that each of these Forefathers demonstrated. More conceptually speaking, one purpose of prayer is to enable us to access the Divine flow of good into our minds and hearts and to realize the nature of true blessing so that we can recognize it when it comes. The structure of prayer, leading up to the Amida service itself, seeks to draw us out of the physical limitations of the world in which we live and connect us, step by step, to the inner core of our own being, and to the inner courtyard of the Divine Presence. By the time you are standing in silent devotion, if you have done it well and with proper intent, you are spiritually standing in the inner sanctum of the King of Kings.

So powerful is this experience meant to be, that the Talmud relates that the early righteous people would prepare for this process for an hour, remain in this state of inner connectedness (in prayer) for an hour, and it would require an additional hour to come down off that spiritual peak. In fact the linguistic root of Tefillla (prayer) isp'til which means thread — the thread of connection. In that context, each one of the Avot (Forefathers) represents a connection to the Creator through a different aspect of self. The loving kindness of Abraham, the moral discipline and courage of Isaac, the perfect synthesis which is the truth of Jacob, all represent different facets of our ability to form a relationship with G-d when we cultivate those aspects of ourselves and acknowledge their source. "HeAvot Hen Hen HaMerkava" — the Forefathers represent the chariot, the vehicle through which G-d's presence and the ability to relate to that Presence became possible in the world.

The Foremothers Sara, Rivka, Rachel, and Leah represent the capacity to take these ideas out of the realm of the theoretical and to make them actual — to actualize them — in our finite world. Through the lives they led they forged a path of integration between the material and the spiritual. It is their example that taught us how to make a tent into a sanctuary in which all of the mundane is infused with transcendence. It is their inner vision that allowed our Divinely-inspired mission to be illuminated and to take hold in the next generation. In prayer, we are trying to create that same flow so that we can access that same energy our forefathers did before us. Only when our prayer is done does the work of the Foremothers begin. The job of making these concepts live and integrating them into our everyday life is what we do for the rest of the day after we have prayed. In the Amida we ask G-d to help us and grant us some of that same flow of spirit that rested on Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; while the ability to respond and actualize, that which is done after the prayer is finished, has its roots in Sarah, Rivka, Rachel and Leah and is totally up to us.

Written by Mrs Debbie Greenblatt. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu
Rosh Hashana
Dayan Ivan Binstock’s Sermon (Second Day Rosh Hashanah 5772)
A few moments ago, I concluded our shofar blowings with what we call the Tekiah Gedolah, or marathon Tekiah. This is the hundredth note in the series. Strictly speaking you only have to blow a sound of moderate length at this stage. Nevertheless, as a celebratory finale, the custom is to blow a note as long a note as you can hold it! My modest twenty seconds pales into insignificance when set against record holders like Rabbi Livingstone, formerly of Hampstead Garden Suburb synagogue who can manage forty-three seconds or rabbi whose details I came across on the internet who could manage a massive seventy seconds!

Our Sefardi friends at Lauderdale Road (and upstairs here at St. John’s Wood at Anshei Shalom) have a different custom. After blowing the hundredth note as a regular Tekiah, they blow a hundred-and-first note as a Teruah Gedolah, a marathon Teruah. This is the staccato note that, throughout the soundings has never been blown in isolation. Always as part of a series: Tekiah, Teruah, Tekiah etc. Here, uniquely, as a finale, almost an encore if you like, the Sefardim blow a Teruah Gedolah, whereas the Ashkenzim blow a Tekiah Gedolah.

Our shofar service ends with a long, drawn-out plain note:

Tekiah: dooooooooooooooooo.
Their service ends with a prolonged staccato note:

Teruah: tututututututututututu!

To my mind, there is a fascinating idea, at the root of the difference between these two practices. To understand it we have to go back to the bible, in fact, to the book of Bamidbar, Numbers. In chapter 10 we read that Tekiah and Teruah were used not only as shofar sounds on Rosh Hashanah, they had a practical application in the life of the community of Israel in the desert. As we know, the Israelites wandered in the wilderness for forty years. Moses was told to fashion two silver trumpets. They were to be used to assemble the people or to give the signal to march on. The Tekiah sound meant assemble, come together. The Teruah sound meant, it was time to move on. So, in addition to the sounds of the shofar on Rosh Hashanah, where the Tekiah and Teruah are blown in series, as we did today, the isolated notes of the Tekiah and Teruah had a different significance. Tekiah!, assemble the camp. Teruah!, move onwards.

Both of these concepts are relevant to us as we come to a conclusion of our second day in shul for this year. Our challenge is to be able to go away and sound a Teruah in our lives. To be able to move on; to take on board and implement the resolutions we (hopefully) have thought about in the last couple of days; to take that journey onwards in our lives. Yet, at the same time, part of the process of achieving that growth, is to come together as a community. In assembling as a congregation we draw strength from one another. We see ourselves not in isolation but as part of one large family where we can all support each other.

We, as a community, are about to disperse at the end of this second day of Rosh Hashanah. This is the Teruah component of our lives before we reassemble for Yom Kippur, the next Tekiah phase. Our challenge is to take away with during these days a lesson or lessons to help us move on.

Is there a lesson that is relevant to each of us as individuals and that is also vital to us, collectively as a community?

I believe there is. It emerges from the most challenging economic crisis that our country and the rest of western world’s economies have been going through for a generation. We are facing a crisis of dangerously low levels of growth. Western economies are not growing sufficiently to generate the resources to hold off a recession.

Maybe G-d is telling something? If at this period of time we are not to achieve much material growth in our economies or businesses, perhaps G-d is saying to us: 
Guys, what is happening with regards to your spiritual growth?!

Have you given any thought to your projected growth and development in this area?

Do you have any forecasts of the sort of progress you would like to see? Is it1% or 10% or perhaps 50%?
He judges us on our attitude. He judges us on where we are heading; on where we are directing ourselves in our lives.

In fact such a notion goes to the very heart of Rosh Hashanah.

There is a famous passage in the writings of Moses Maimonides, based on the Talmud, which tells us that there are three books that are open before G-d on Rosh Hashanah: the book of the completely righteous, the book of the completely wicked, and the book of the beinonim, those in between. The completely righteous are immediately inscribed for life. The completely wicked are immediately inscribed for death and the beinonim, those half-half, are left suspended from Rosh Hashanah to Yom Kippur. If they repent in this period, they are inscribed for life. If not, they are inscribed for death.

Rav Yitzchak Hutner, one of the great rabbinical leaders and thinkers of the second half of the twentieth century, explained that what Maimonides and the Talmud are referring to here is not the sum total of our good deeds and bad deeds. That is not how G-d judges us on Rosh Hashanah. He judges us on our attitude. He judges us on where we are heading; on where we are directing ourselves in our lives. A righteous person, in this analysis, is not necessarily someone with more good deeds than bad. Indeed his personal score may be quite poor in this regard. But here is the critical criterion: He or she has set himself or herself in the direction of growth, of goodness and decency. The wicked person, by contrast, may have a greater total of good deeds. But he has set himself in the opposite direction. 

There is a mathematical analogy here. In mathematics we distinguish between a vector and a scalar. A scalar has a position. A vector has both position and direction.

 What is the intermediate category, what is called in Hebrew the beinoni, according to this analysis? It is the person who has not set himself or herself, in any direction. They are simply a scalar! What is needed on Rosh Hashanah is an orientation. A decision to commit! What emerges from Rabbi Hutner’s analysis is the following, challenging thought.

It doesn’t matter who you are!

You can be a rabbi or a Dayan or a taxi-driver. You can be a businessman or a philanthropist or a hairdresser. You can be a communal worker or a diplomat or a street cleaner! You can already be doing lots of good and great things. But, the crucial question we have to ask ourselves as we disperse for Rosh Hashanah, is do we have personal predictions for growth?

Have we thought about becoming better spouses, better parents, better children or better friends?

Have we given thought to getting more involved in Jewish study; taking on something else in Jewish observance? Becoming more connected?
Rabbi Hutner says, if you are in your comfort zone, wherever that may be on the spectrum, and you don’t feel challenged on Rosh Hashanah, then you are that beinoni,  that person in the middle.

Friends

I give you my blessings from the bottom of my heart that despite the dire economic forecasts, it will be a good year for you; you should have parnassoh for yourselves and your families, your companies, berevach, with abundance! Your businesses should grow! Your deals should be successful! But these things are not entirely in our hands, what is in our hands are decisions we take about our personal lives.
Before we meet again on Yom Kippur, do yourselves a favour. Make that decision! Make that commitment to growth! And may it bring you and all those connected with you, fulsome blessings in the coming year.

The Birth of the world
One of the evocative prayers connected to the Shofar blasts is "Hayom harat olam", a short passage often sung to a haunting melody which describes Rosh Hashana as the day on which the whole world stands before G-d.  It contains a prayer for G-d to treat us with the mercy of a father towards a child.

What though does "Hayom harat olam" mean? At first glance, it would seem, by dint of its recitation, to denote Rosh Hashana as the day the world was 'conceived'.  What message should this send us on Rosh Hashana?
In one discussion relating to this question, in the Talmud (Rosh Hashanah 10b-11a), the Mishnaic sages Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Yehoshua debate when the world was created.  Rabbi Eliezer holds that creation was in the month of Jewish month of Tishrei, whilst Rabbi Yehoshua holds it took place in the Jewish month of Nissan.  Tishrei is the month of Rosh Hashana whilst Nissan is the month of Pesach.
The great medieval scholar, Rabbeinu Nissim ("Ran"), in his comments on this debate, posits on the basis of related sources, that this discussion about creation between Rabbis Eliezer and Yehoshua actually centres on when Adam was created, rather than when the world was conceived, putting a new complexion on Rabbi Eliezer's position in particular.

Therefore, according to Rabbi Eliezer’s view as expressed by Ran, the world was created on 25 Elul, a week before Rosh Hashaha so that Rosh Hashana actually marks the creation of Adam rather than the creation of the world.  

"Hayom harat olam", following this view of Ran, therefore gives us a profound message on Rosh Hashana.  The world was 'conceived' by the creation of human beings who can build a 'world' in the year ahead of them, each year ‘completing’ the on-going creation and functioning of the world.

This is a challenge for us and one which requires G-d's help.  We therefore ask that G-d helps us as a father would help a son, with mercy, working with us to create a new and better year ahead. We can, with G-d's help, build a 'world' and this world is conceived on Rosh Hashana. Shana Tova.
Written by: Rabbi Michael Laitner Education Director, United Synagogue Living & Learning; assistant rabbi, Finchley Synagogue (Kinloss)

Rosh Hashana Rebirth

Dear Rabbi
Is Rosh Hashanah important only because of its being the Day of Judgment, or is there some other significance to the day as well, such as we find regarding other holidays where several important things happened or are associated with that day?
Naftali

Dear Naftali
Rosh Hashana is on the first day of Tishrei, which according to one opinion in the Talmud was the day on which G-d created Adam and Eve, thereby completing the creation of the world.

Similarly, the Patriarchs, who re-instated the merit for the world to continue after previous sinful generations, were also born in Tishrei.

On Rosh Hashana, Sarah, Rachel and Chana were granted Divine-remembrance and were given children after having been childless. This was a blessing that ensured the perpetuation, and fulfilment of the purpose, of the world.

On Rosh Hashana Joseph was freed from the prison in which he had been enslaved for twelve years – a liberation which resulted in his ascendancy and blessing of continued life and sustenance for the nascent Jewish people.

On this day the bondage of our forefathers in ceased, initiating a period of respite that eventually culminated in their redemption.

The very first Rosh Hashanah of the world, the day on which Adam was created, sinned, repented and was forgiven, infused this day with qualities of judgment and forgiveness. Thus our Sages taught, G-d said to Adam: Just as you were judged before me on this day and emerged forgiven, so will your children be judged before me this day and be forgiven.
Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu
Rosh Hashana Judgment

Dear Rabbi
Why is Rosh Hashana considered the Day of Judgment and what exactly is being judged and how?
Melanie
Dear Melanie
Rosh Hashana was ordained as a day of judgment for two reasons: The first is that on this day, the first day of the Hebrew month of Tishrei, the creation of the world was completed and it was the Divine intention that the world be ruled by the trait of strict justice. Hence the beginning of the year was marked as the ‘Day of Judgment’. The second reason is that on this day Adam was judged, he repented, and he was forgiven.

Rambam teaches that every person has both merits and transgressions. If one’s merits outweigh one’s transgressions, he or she is considered to be righteous and judged for life and blessing. If the transgressions outweigh the merits, one is considered wicked and judged negatively, as in the verse “I have wounded you…because of the enormity of your sins” (Jer. 30:14). If they are basically equivalent, the judgment hangs in the balance till a person tips the scale in either direction affecting the judgment accordingly.

The same is true regarding an entire country. If the collective merit of all the inhabitants is greater than their sins, the people are considered to be righteous and the country is judged favourably for the coming year. If their collective sins are greater than their merits, they are considered to be collectively wicked and the country is judged for damage and destruction, as the verse states, “For the outcry from Sodom and Gomorrah is great” (Gen. 18:20). The same is also true of the entire world, as in the verse regarding the Flood, “And G-d saw that man’s evil was great” (Gen 6:5).

However, this judgment is not quantitative but rather qualitative. There are individual acts of merit that far outweigh many sins, as in the verse, “Because in him there is found some good” (Kings 1 14:13); and, likewise, there are individual sins that outweigh many acts of merit as in the verse, “One sinner can cause much good to be lost” (Eccl. 9:18). The determination of this is dependent solely on the judgment of G-d, Whose knowledge is all-encompassing, for only He can truly evaluate merit and sin.

Therefore, each person should see himself during the entire year as if he were half meritorious in order to be encouraged by the recognition of his goodness, and half guilty in order to be spurred to rectify what’s wrong or missing. Likewise, he should consider his country and even the entire world as being in the same state of hanging in the balance. Thus, if he commits one single sin, he is capable of tipping the scale of transgression for himself, his immediate environment, and the entire world toward destruction. Similarly, if he performs one mitzvah, he can tip the scale of merit for himself, others and the world causing salvation and deliverance. This is as in the verse, “And the tzaddik is the foundation of the world” (Prov. 10:25). Meaning, because he is a righteous tzaddik, he tips the scale of the world to the side of merit and saves it.
Written by Rabbi Yirrmiyahu Ullman. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu
Sources:

· Rambam, Mishna Torah, Hilchot Teshuva 1:1-3

· The Book of Our Heritage, 1997 edition, pp. 12-13

Shofar Sounds and Puzzle Pieces

Every once in a while, life presents me with an analogy – beautiful in its simplicity – that brings an esoteric concept in Jewish thought squarely down to Earth.  There is a particularly calming and at the same time thrilling feeling I get when I make such a discovery –not just for myself but also because of how “sharable” these analogies can be. As a teacher, I am always looking for those real-life moments I can use to explain important yet intangible ideas in a way that elicits a “so that’s how it works” rather than a “deep, Rabbi.  Heavy thought there.”

However, like anything as wonderful as feeling calm and thrilled at the same time, you usually have to work very hard to get there.

I was afforded such a hard-work opportunity when my nine-year-old daughter convinced my wife that the 1,000-piece puzzle with the cute teddy bears would look perfect on the wall in her room. I attempted to invoke “Daddy’s puzzle principle” (A puzzle bought for a child should have no more pieces than the child’s age times 10) but it was quickly shot down by this gem from my four-year-old: “But you’re going to help us and you are almost a hundred.” 

The kids, of course, gave up after about 20 minutes (longer than I expected) whereas I and the top of the dining room table did not get to see the light of day for a week. 

I think it was the third day in when desperation led me to the following thought: If I wait until the kids are asleep, I could gently toss the puzzle and carefully frame and hang up the picture on the cover of the box. Who would know the difference? 

Finally, when all was quiet, I looked guiltily at the cover of the box and knew that I could never do it – and not only because the picture was marred by those terrible words “contains 1000 pieces for ages 8 and up.” More importantly, were I to hang up the box-cover, the credit for the picture would belong not to me but to some unknown photographer. After all my hours of work, I wanted this to be mine. 
G-d is infinite, infallible, omnipotent, omniscient and a lot of other words with Greek prefixes that need a lot of work to explain.
The reason the manufacturer runs the picture with the cute teddy bears through a machine and essentially shreds it to pieces is only to give us the thrill of completing it ourselves.

Aside from the adulation of my pint-sized fan club, that week of work provided me with a vehicle that I have used since then to bring down to earth nothing less than what is the traditional Jewish perspective on the meaning of life. 

G-d is infinite, infallible, omnipotent, omniscient and a lot of other words with Greek prefixes that need a lot of work to explain.
The G-d of unity is hidden and we have millions of pieces of different shapes, sizes and colours - no two the same, each seemingly at odds with the other.

Suddenly, it is easy: We can conceive of G-d as being the cover of the puzzle box, perfect, complete, already done. If G-d would have created us in heaven, in a world where we could experience the perfection of G-d without any obstacles, it would be like us hanging the cover of the puzzle on the wall. We would go through life with the pleasure of having a good view but always as recipients, beggars, living off hand-outs from the Photographer of all Photographers. The deep pleasures of accomplishment, satisfaction, and achievement would always be beyond us. There would be no way for us to ever taste creativity -- everything would have already been perfect. 

G-d, out of His infinite kindness, did not create us in heaven. He created a fragmented world down here on Earth where His perfect unity is hidden from view. We are born into a world of disunity and division, pain and sorrow. We have been presented with a vast, dining-room table full of puzzle pieces. The G-d of unity is hidden and we have millions of pieces of different shapes, sizes and colours - no two the same, each seemingly at odds with the other.

If you look carefully, though, it is clearly noticeable that these pieces were designed to be joined to each other. A little twist, a small turn, a gentle snap and wow - a friendship. A few more pieces and you have families. Continue, and you build communities, countries, maybe eventually a unified world. With love, wisdom and dedication, we can put the pieces back together. 

In the end, we are back where we started - the perfect cover of the box. The only difference is that while the box was a gift from G-d, the finished puzzle is ours. G-d is allowing us to create our own “heaven”. We can now experience the perfect unity of G-d, yet, with the satisfaction of knowing we have earned it. No text that says, “Infinite number of pieces – ages 13 and up” will mar the beauty of our accomplishment.

If I wait until the kids are asleep, I could gently toss the puzzle and carefully frame and hang up the picture on the cover of the box.
It is our job to create the puzzle, to bring the world back to the unity of G-dliness.
This is really the secret of the sounds of the shofar that are blown every year on Rosh Hashanah. The Torah commands us to blow nine sounds*: three “teruah” (broken) sounds, each preceded and followed by a “tekiah" (straight) sound, for a total of nine sounds in all. Straight, broken, straight. Straight, broken, straight. Straight, broken straight. 
Rosh Hashanah is the anniversary of the creation of the world, or in our analogy the cutting up of the puzzle. Before this, there was just the perfect oneness of G-d - the “cover of the box.” After creation, there are countless pieces without any obvious connection. It is our job to create the puzzle, to bring the world back to the unity of G-dliness.

This is how we usher in the new year with our shofar. The first sound is straight and pure, a model of unity that symbolizes G-d (the cover). Then comes the broken sound: creation in all of its fragmentation (the puzzle pieces). The final straight sound is the world reunified by our efforts - the completed puzzle.

Keeping this analogy in mind as the shofar is being blown can be very powerful. With the straight sound, conceive of the serene perfection that existed before creation. With the broken sound, picture the obstacles, struggles and pain in our lives and in the world. Then with the final straight sound, conceive of the ability we have as humans – and the dream we hold on to - to heal and repair suffering and pain around us, one piece at a time.

May we all have a happy and healthy new year and look forward to the time when we have completed a puzzle so large that our only remaining concern should be, “now G-d, where do you want us to hang this thing?”

Written By Rabbi Yitzchok Feldheim, From Jewish Spirit Fall 2005. Reprinted with permission.

Footnote

* There are three different versions quoted in the Talmud for the broken sound: “shevarim”, three short sounds, “teruah” nine very short sounds, and the combination “shevarim-teruah” which is one after the other - three short and nine very short. Our practice, therefore, is to do a full set of each of these for a total of 30 sounds (“shevarim-teruah” counts as two).

New Year’s Resolutions

Dear Rabbi

Is there a concept of New Year’s resolutions in Judaism for Rosh Hashana? Thanks for your time!
Amanda
Dear Amanda
The answer is yes, and presumably even more so than in what’s generally associated with the non-Jewish New Year.

For most who attribute significance to December 31/January 1, the celebrations of the general New Year are hardly expressions of ideal behaviour. Drunkenness, gluttony and lasciviousness quickly eradicate any resolutions one may have made.

In Judaism, however, Rosh Hashana, which occurs on the same date mankind was created, namely the first day of the Hebrew month Tishrei, is truly a day of rectification and repair in the context of a most solemn and spiritually uplifting holiday.

This day actually culminates an entire month of introspection, meditation, reflection and review of one’s deeds, character traits, intellectual and theological orientation and quantity and quality of mitzvah observance. During this month, a person not only makes resolutions regarding what needs to be corrected and improved, but more importantly, he actually starts effecting and implementing those changes.

By the time Rosh Hashana arrives, the last thing a person would do would be to squander away all the progress he’s made by “celebrating” the day in an immoral, inebriated stupor of inappropriateness, G-d forbid. Rather, well on his way to having gradually and healthfully integrated beneficial changes in his life over the month before Rosh Hashana, the Jew stands before G-d asking for Divine favour, not based on tenuous, fleeting resolutions, but rather on implemented ones.

This intense, but natural and gradual repentance is then extended through what’s called the Ten Days of Repentance between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, where the focus is on fine-tuning and perfecting one’s physical, emotional, intellectual and spiritual service of G-d in order to achieve the greatest degree of personal perfection possible. It is in this milieu that G-d atones for and purifies the individual and Nation on Yom Kippur.

Having gone through this elevating and purifying process of penitence, the re-Jew-vinated Jew then emerges from Yom Kippur to celebrate the joyous holiday of Succot where the theme is thanking and rejoicing in the bounty of G-d while simultaneously departing from an overemphasis on the mundane in order to literally celebrate with G-d in g-dliness. We thus leave our earthbound houses laden with produce in order to dwell with G-d in the heavenly oriented succah.

Once we have made our resolutions and implemented them (Elul), asked for Divine favour (Rosh Hashana) and received atonement and purification (Yom Kippur), thereby deserving bounty whose purpose is to enable us to truly cleave to G-d (Succot), we are then fully able to renew our love for, and commitment to, the Torah (Simchat Torah), after which time our penitential resolutions crescendo by restarting the yearly Torah reading cycle, “In the beginning G-d created…”
Written by Rabbi Yirmiyahu Ullman. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu

Seeing A Forest Together With Its Trees – The Call Of Rosh Hashana

“On Rosh HaShana, all who have come into this world pass [in judgment] before G-d like Bnei Maron” (Mishna Tractate Rosh HaShana 1:2)
This passage, although short and simple, profoundly describes the nature of our annual judgment before G-d. Indeed, this passage is the source of the moving prayer titled “Let us voice the power” “Untaneh Tokef”. This liturgy, recited during the Mussaf service of each High Holiday, dramatically powerfully and quite chillingly portrays our trial before G-d.

Individuality

“All who have come into this world pass before G-d like Bnei Maron”. The Talmud (Rosh HaShana 18a) suggests three interpretations for the phrase “Bnei Maron”. The first interpretation identifies the word Maron with the Aramaic word Imrana, which means sheep. On Rosh HaShana, we pass before G-d like sheep. When counted, sheep pass through a narrow gap that leads from one enclosed space to another. The narrow gap is only large enough for one sheep to pass through at a time. Each sheep is then counted as it passes through the gap. This system enables a very accurate count.
A second interpretation draws on the Hebrew word Meron. Meron was an ancient village located near Mount Meron. At approximately 1,208 meters (3,963 feet) above sea level, Mount Meron is the highest peak in the Upper Galilee in Israel. Naturally, there were areas there where the pathways were so narrow, that only one person could safely walk by without risking a deadly fall down the steep valleys beneath. These pathways became known as the high trails of Meron. According to this interpretation, on Rosh HaShana we pass before G-d like those who ascend and descend the narrow mountain trails of Meron.

Finally, a third interpretation associates the word Maron with the Hebrew word Marut which means authority. King David’s military exemplified the presence of royal authority. His soldiers are therefore referred to as “Bnei Maron” or “subjects of authority”. When these soldiers would leave for battle, they would march out in a row to be accounted for. In a similar order, on Rosh HaShana we pass before G-d in judgment.

Clearly, there is a common denominator between these three interpretations. All three of them highlight our individuality within the context of the Rosh HaShana judgment. The sheep are counted individually, the hiker must walk alone with no one at his or her side, and each soldier is singularly accounted for. Similarly, we are judged by G-d individually, not collectively. On Rosh HaShana, all who have come into this world pass before G-d separately, uniquely, and in absolute solitude.
Everyone is important enough to have to stand alone before G-d. No one is insignificant in the eyes of G-d and therefore everyone is judged by him. This is one of the most important messages of Rosh HaShana.
Everyone is important enough to stand alone before G-d. No one is insignificant in the eyes of G-d and therefore everyone is judged by him. This is one of the most important messages of Rosh HaShana. The judgment we all undergo is directed at the human greatness in every single one of us. We each have a personal mission that needs to be accomplished, potential that needs to be realized, and mistakes that need to be corrected. We would not be accountable to G-d if we would not matter.
Universalism

Rosh HaShana is unique. All other Jewish festivals celebrate a Jewish event. Rosh HaShana, however, is generated by a universal one. On Rosh HaShana creation was completed. Every annual Rosh HaShana commemorates the birthday of the world. Indeed, subsequent to every set of Shofar blowing during the Mussaf service of Rosh HaShana, we proclaim: “This day is the birth of the world. This day commands the entire world’s creations to judgment”. G-d judges his creation on the anniversary of creation.

Creation and world judgment are universal concepts. Their relevance extends beyond the limits of the Jewish community, and reaches the international community as well. All human beings were created, and therefore all are judged. “On Rosh HaShana, all who have come into this world pass [in judgment] before G-d like Bnei Maron”. In spirit of these universal themes, High Holiday liturgy is abundant with prayers that emotionally express our aspirations for a healed refined and purified world. We pray for what may seem as utopia. We long for a world with prevailing goodness, an absence of wickedness, and one ruling G-d
. 
Solitude and Solidarity

“On Rosh HaShana, all who have come into this world pass [in judgment] before G-d like Bnei Maron.”

Upon analysing this text we unveil two values, universalism and individuality, which are at the core of the Rosh HaShana theme of judgment. Too often, each value undermines the other. The individual can put him or herself before the needs of society, and society can put its own interests before the rights of the individual. Rosh HaShana, does not get trapped in this contradicting net. On the contrary, it teaches how to merge and combine the two. As G-d judges us individually, uniquely to our own personal accomplishments, failures, successes, disappointments, aspirations and dreams, we are challenged to embark on deep and personal self-reflection. Simultaneously, as G-d judges all of humanity, we are inspired to look beyond ourselves, and pray for the welfare of wider society, international acceptance of G-d’s sovereignty, justice, life, faith, unity, peace, joy and redemption.

Written by: Rabbi Boruch M. Boudilovsky Associate Rabbi, Boreham Wood Synagogue.

Happiness Wisdom for a Happier New Year 

What makes human beings happy?
Of all the questions most worthy of systematic research over the years, you would have thought this one would have made it to the top of the list. Not so. While there have been advanced centres for the study of everything in the human condition from eating and sleeping and exercise to parenting and criminology and, of course, buying habits, the science of happiness has mysteriously remained neglected.  

According to Psychology Today, over the last 30 years of psychological literature, there have been over 54,000 abstracts containing the keyword "depression," over 41,000 naming "anxiety," but only 415 mentioning "joy."

All this is changing. In 1998, Dr Martin Seligman, author of Authentic Happiness and professor of psychology at the University of Pennsylvania, was appointed president of the American Psychological Association.  At that time, he finally made the following announcement: It is time to study happiness. “I realized that my profession was half-baked,” he said. “It wasn’t enough for us to nullify disabling conditions and get to zero. We needed to ask, what are the enabling conditions that make human beings flourish?”

Mazel Tov. What took so long? Wasn’t this country founded on the self-evident right to the pursuit of happiness? Why haven’t we studied how to get there?
Perhaps we’ve imagined that once we had the right and the opportunity to pursue happiness, it would not be that hard to catch. If so, we were wrong.

“I realized that my profession was half-baked. It wasn’t enough for us to nullify disabling conditions and get to zero. We needed to ask, what are the enabling conditions that make human beings flourish?” – Dr Martin Selgman, University of Pennsylvania

Today’s research has concluded that all the ease and health and means that progress has granted our generation has failed to make us happier, in our own opinions, than our predecessors. In fact, we are reporting less happiness. And worse, instances of depression are skyrocketing. As the realization sinks in that the pursuit of happiness is not nearing its destination, we are finally starting to ask ourselves seriously, how does happiness work? Why isn’t all this prosperity increasing happiness? As high-level research gets off the ground, studies are turning up some remarkable conclusions.

Though measuring happiness proves to be extremely difficult, perhaps the central lesson being learned is that running the rat race will not bring you any closer to achieving happiness, regardless of your successes.  Carefully conducted studies have consistently shown that wealth, power and successful careers are irrelevant to happiness.  Those people who find happiness, as a rule, do so by pursuing their most personal values – especially family, friendships and meaning. Unfortunately, this does not yet offer much of a road map, and we are still left largely on our own to figure out the way forward.
Happiness in the Torah

Torah sources have always considered happiness – Simcha – as essential to Jewish living and to understanding our place on this Earth.  Mitzvot of joy are found in the Torah in connection with marriage, material success and the holidays, and traditional Jewish literature deals extensively with wisdom for sustainable happiness (as we will soon see).
The most striking fact about the Jewish perspective on happiness, in sharp contrast to the contemporary attitude, is that happiness is not something out there to hope for or another pleasure to experience. It is an obligation - an essential part of being a good person. It is not an end you choose to pursue, as much as it is a skill you are supposed to develop.

This is because the Torah is super-focused on each of us becoming the best person we can be. All things being equal, being happy will make you a better person and being a better person will make you happy. Happiness provides the lift we need to fly above the little annoyances and the big ones that tend to dominate our day (and our year) if we let them absorb us. And developing our ability to express our potential and bring out our best can in turn drive greater happiness. Put this all together and you have a great, happy life.
If only it was that easy. It takes a lot of wisdom and a lot of growth to develop ourselves and it can take years before this cycle really starts to pick up momentum.

Of the seven years of labour demanded of our forefather Jacob before he could marry his beloved Rachel, we are told, “It felt like only a few days because of his love for her.” What??
There is one piece of wisdom, though, that we can learn from this to help us increase our authentic happiness, even in the short term.

According to this wisdom, happiness is entirely within you and does not depend on the circumstances of your life (parenthetically, unhappiness does depend on circumstances, at least sometimes. Things can cause us to be unhappy, such as losing something valuable or not being able to make ends meet. Studies show, however, that once a person has enough to manage, adding money does not lead to more happiness). That means that the best way to attain happiness is not to pursue more of what you think will make you happy (though there’s no reason not to) but to look within and see what’s preventing you from being happy right now.
This is pretty heady stuff, but a well-known quote from John Stuart Mill offers an example of one of the more common barriers to happiness. He once said, “I have learned to seek my happiness by limiting my desires, rather than in attempting to satisfy them.”

Desires have an awful way of minimizing in our eyes the value of the things we already have. We can be perfectly happy with a wealth of great stuff or a perfect relationship until some new product or person comes along that looks better. Instantly, what we already have does not make us as happy as it once did. Jewish thought points to this as a fundamental human weakness we need to address. There is no reason we cannot be happy with what we have just because there are other things we still want.

Take a moment to imagine, in your own opinion, what you would be like if you were the ideal you.

There is a fascinatingly counter-intuitive sentiment in the Torah describing our forefather Jacob.  Of the seven years of labour demanded of him before he could marry his beloved Rachel, we are told, “It felt like only a few days because of his love for her.”

What? Shouldn’t waiting so long have seemed like an eternity? Jacob was happy with what he had before he met her. Why should that change? Now, he knew that seven years of work, fair or not, would make them husband and wife and, in his eyes, it was worth seventy. He only became happier.

The Torah view is that happiness is comparable to patience and discipline and sensitivity and other areas of character we are called upon to develop.  Just as you can work at being more patient and understanding, you can work at being happier.  

According to the Torah, we make a mistake when we focus our interpersonal responsibilities – being kind and patient and sensitive – only on the needs of others.  While there are countless Mitzvot in the Torah directing us to show concern for others, the Mitzva of character is all about you. 

What Would the Ideal You Look Like?

Take a moment to imagine, in your own opinion, what you would be like if you were the ideal you.  If you overcame all your weaknesses, developed all your abilities, refined all your emotions. What would you look like? Odds are you’d be more patient and sensitive and kind. You’d be more focused, less concerned about the opinions of others and have less fear. Little things wouldn’t bother you and you’d appreciate the good things in life much more.

Many persons have a wrong idea of what constitutes true happiness. It is not attained through self-gratification but through fidelity to a worthy purpose.  Helen Keller (1880 - 1968)

The Mitzvot of being concerned for others has gotten all the publicity, but no less central to the Jewish life is a commitment to pursuing the ideal you (starting with figuring out what that looks like – more about this below). But guess what? The closer you get to the ideal you, the more you are going to sense a deep and profound happiness. 

According to Torah wisdom, authentic happiness is a function of self-expression. The more “you” is being expressed, the happier you will feel - for the simple reason that the real you is as good as it gets. You are so good that the experience of yourself will make you happy like nothing else. If the real you were actually to emerge completely into the world, you would shine like the sun and naturally experience a happiness beyond limits.

I have learned to seek my happiness by limiting my desires, rather than in attempting to satisfy them;

Those only are happy who have their minds fixed on some object other than their own happiness: on the happiness of others, on the improvement of mankind, even on some art or pursuit followed not as a means, but as itself an ideal end. Aiming at something else, they find happiness by the way. - John Stuart Mill (1806 - 1873)

So where is the real you? And what does that even mean – is part of me not the real me? How do I tell the difference? And what about all those experiences of happiness that seem to come from somewhere else?

With this idea of how happiness is supposed to work, we can begin looking at these questions with an eye on uncovering practical secrets to happiness.
The Secret to Happiness
The secret to happiness lies in figuring out why you’re not already happy rather than looking for happiness elsewhere.  

Dr Edward Diener of the University of Illinois has been studying happiness throughout his career. Among his findings, he has discovered that “the disabled and chronically ill actually report a slightly higher sense of well-being than the population at large, perhaps because they have a heightened appreciation of the value of their own lives.”  Imagine that. Learning to appreciate life can improve happiness even while spending much of it in the doctor’s office (or worse) instead of achieving new things. Diener also has found that while seriously lacking money causes unhappiness, having money does not cause happiness. Millionaires, for example, do not tend to experience any more happiness than those of average means.
I have never looked upon ease and happiness as ends in themselves - such an ethical basis I call more proper for a herd of swine. The ideals which have lighted me on my way and time after time given me new courage to face life cheerfully have been Truth, Goodness, and Beauty.  - Albert Einstein
The solution is obvious: Being alive is a cause for happiness – if it’s not working, you may need a happiness mechanic but you don’t need more success. You just need to identify and “fix” whatever is keeping you from being happy.

Here is a classic formulation of Jewish thought that, while it may take some work to digest, can help point the way towards a happier, ideal you.

It goes like this: Your life is a marriage of a soul and a body. It is your soul that contains the potential for the real you. It comes directly from G-d. It wants meaning and knowledge and goodness.

Your body, on the other hand, comes from the earth. Without your soul, it is an animal with survival instincts. It wants those things bodies want in order to promote and defend themselves. It wants control, it wants feelings of strength and ability, it wants to have as much as possible and lord over others. It has urges to feed and to procreate. It hates pain and discomfort and seeks to conserve energy.

What a marriage!
Are you bored with life? Then throw yourself into some work you believe in with all your heart, live for it, die for it, and you will find happiness that you had thought could never be yours.   - Dale Carnegie

When your body’s drives express themselves - unchecked - in your behaviour, it is not the real you.  Your soul without your body is not the real you either – it was a gift from G-d, remember? The real you happens when you create a relationship between your soul and your body, through your own spiritual sweat, in which your soul is in charge.

The challenge, of course, is to find your soul, let alone to follow it. Though most people sense they have a soul, nobody has ever seen one. There is only way to find your soul and that is to understand your body and keep it under control. This will “make room,” so to speak, for your soul – and the real you – to emerge. 

What does this all mean? It means that learning about yourself and how your body and soul interact can give you the kind of perspective that leads to happier living. It means that the Torah offers practical tools to lift yourself up and be more productive, more focused and more you.

There is a reason the Jewish wish at this time of year is not “Happy New Year.” Instead, we wish each other a “Shana Tova” which means “[Have a] Good Year.”  In our view, happiness is not something to wish someone any more than kindness or patience. We wish each other goodness, and it is up to each of us to learn to appreciate it enough to derive happiness.  Wishing someone happiness only serves to reinforce the error that it comes from somewhere else.
So why an article about happiness now? It should now be obvious. Because learning to be happier is at the core of being a better person and that’s exactly what this time of year is all about. At this season of Teshuva - of re-evaluating and focusing the direction of our lives - what sweeter obligation can we commit to than the one to learn how to be more happy? Possibly, it is the greatest Teshuva we can do.
By Dovid Goldman. From Jewish Spirit Magazine, Fall 2005. Reprinted with permission.

Music From Beyond
Kindness, Judgement and Mercy
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And the voice of the Shofar grew stronger and stronger (Shemot19:19)

The final shofar blast of Rosh Hashana.

The person playing the shofar takes a deep breath and starts to sound the tekiah gedola, the great tekiah. Stretching his lungs and the length of the shofar blast to the limit, the sound grows louder and louder.

Ten seconds pass. Then twenty. Then thirty. The shofar gets louder and louder. A full minute passes. The sound of the shofar is almost deafening. After two full minutes, everyone in the shul realizes that the person playing the shofar is no longer playing the shofar.

The Shofar is playing him.

Louder and louder and louder. The shul starts to vibrate. The dust of ages falls on the bima from the chandelier swaying above. The shofar is now playing the shul. The sound has spread outside and cars start to vibrate. The sidewalk starts to vibrate. The houses, the trees, the earth, the sky everything is vibrating in sympathy. Everything is sounding this one long tekiah gedola.

Everything in creation is sounding Hashem Echad. G-d is One.

The Rambam (Maimonides) writes that one should not speculate about the coming of the Mashiach, for no-one knows exactly how it will be – until it will be. But if one is allowed a little daydream, this is mine.

Drive down almost any road. You’ll see that the line in the centre of the road is sometime broken and sometimes solid. The tekiah is like the straight line. It goes on and on. If there were air enough in the lungs of the person playing the shofar, it would never end. The tekiah is G-d’s chessed, His Kindness. Just as He is without end, so His mercy is without end. Chessed is the straight line that runs for ever.

The terua and the shevarim (literally broken ones) are the broken lines in the road of history. They are episodic, non-continuous. The terua and the shevarim signify din (strict judgment). Like din they do not go on forever. Hashem does not judge us with unremitting din. Even the most difficult times in Jewish history pass. The terua and the shevarim start and stop. A time of din can last a certain period of time but it then must come to an end. The word din is connected to the word dai, which means enough.

In the service of the Beit Hamikdash (the Holy Temple), the Kohanim brought the korbanot (sacrifices) and the Levim played music.
The Kohen represents chessed. By bringing korbanot, he activated the channels of chessed from Above. Chessed is the line that goes on forever. The Kohen is the tekiah.
The Levi represents Din - strict judgment. Every korban was accompanied by music. The Levi was the musician. He represents the broken line, the line of din. The Levi is the terua and the shevarim.
What is the connection between music and din?
All music is based on time. A note that has no end cannot be called music. The basis of all music is time even more than pitch. The essence of music is a note that starts and stops. The drum is a musical instrument (unless you happen to live next door to someone whose teenage son practices at all times of the day and the night!), and the drum has a very limited connection to pitch.
Music is based on starts and stops. Din is episodic. When a note does not stop but just goes on and on, it’s not called music. It’s a tone. It’s a siren. But it’s not music. A note with no end has no emotional identity. It is a sound with no human correlative, no point of access or reference. It is incomprehensible to us. It is music from beyond.
It is the tekiah.
A fundamental philosophical problem runs as follows: Seeing as G-d is Omnipresent, how can anything apart from Him exist? If He is everywhere, there can be no room for anything else. In which case, how can there be a world? G‑ds Omnipresence leaves no room for the world.
G-d created the world by constricting Himself to allow the existence of creation. This constriction is called tzimtzum. In the mystical view of the world, Din is identical with tzimtzum. (Needless to say, a true understanding of these concepts is beyond all but the greatest and the most holy, but on our level we can try, at least, to catch a glimmer, an echo of an echo)
This is the connection between din and music: Without tzimtzum there can be no world. Without limitation, without stops and starts, there can be no music. Without tzimtzum, without din, all that exists is the constant note of the tekiah that goes on forever. It is not music. It is a sound as unintelligible to the mind of man as He Who spoke and the world came into existence.
It is the music from beyond.

Written by Rabbi Yaakov Asher Sinclair. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu

All Roads Lead to Rome
The Power of Media
If the Romans did one thing right - they made great roads. Roman roads are still in use to this day. Why were the Romans so interested in building such long-lasting and straight roads?

We live in a world where we increasingly "let our fingers do the walking". From a portable cell-phone equipped with a web browser, you can conduct business on three continents without leaving the beach. (Just make sure that you don't spill your banana daiquiri on your cell-phone.)

Increasingly, the word 'communication' has come to mean electronic contact as opposed to flesh and blood meeting.

One of the prerequisites of rulership is communication. The Romans built quick straight roads because they needed to know and dominate what was happening in the far corners of their empire. Size is a function of the ability to conquer space. We talk of the world getting smaller even though it’s still some 24,000 miles around. The 'size' of the world is in direct proportion to our ability to span the globe, both physically and electronically. Even though the Roman Empire occupied little more than Europe, the Middle East and North Africa, in comparative terms it was probably the largest empire that ever existed, because the world was a very large place in those days.

Communications is an instrument of government. The Romans used the roads to rule. The inheritors of their empire use the electronic media.

Imperial domination, however, can take the form of more than brute force and tax collection. Most of the wars in history have been either about trade or religion. And religious wars are about the imposition of a certain weltanshung - a cosmology. "We see the world this way - and if you want to stay in this world you'd better see it that way too." The sword is often the ultimate theological argument.

The imposition of the religion of the imperial power is an expression of its cultural domination. In our era, the cultural domination of the heirs of the Empire is the Coca-Cola sign hanging beside the Inca Trail on the way to Macchu Picchu; it's a giant MacDonald's 'M' in the shadow of the Taj Mahal.

The brilliance of American consumerism is that it bonds into a cohesive whole, a country of 4 time zones, vastly different geography and weather, let alone culture and religion. Whether you come from Biloxie or Topeka, Encino or Nantucket, however far you are from home, you can always look out your car window and feel right at home looking at the same icons you left behind: Best Western; Burger King; Holiday Inn; Stuckeys. The same familiar landscape - the landscape of Empire. Television performs the same function: It binds the nation together. Wherever you are, you're in the same transcontinental parochial meeting house.

Broadcast television is such a powerful tool, and it's so much a part of our cultural language, that people frequently suggest it as a means of spreading Torah values. There is an idea that we can reach many of our brothers and sisters who have become estranged from Judaism by making TV documentaries for broadcast television about the Torah and the Torah way of life. Another idea is that those who have had conspicuous success in the secular world, whether in the arts, business or science should make their stories into TV docudramas. (One can well imagine the sort of title which would emerge: "From Wall Street to the Western Wall, etc.)

It seems to me that such projects are doomed from their very inception. Have you ever seen Orthodox Jews look anything other than weird on the media? Why is that? Why is it that only Muslims look exotic and picturesque against all those Lawrence of Arabia sand-dunes? Why is it that Kodachrome loves every African or Indian cult whereas the People of the Book are singularly un-photogenic? Why is it that we seem parochial and rather shabby when exposed to the glare of the TV's gaze?

Our Sages teach that the Jewish People will experience four exiles. These exiles are hinted to in the very opening lines of the Torah. "And the Land was formless(Babylon) and void (Persia/Medea) and darkness (Greece) on the face of the deep(Rome)." Since the Torah is the blueprint of the world, something written at the very beginning of the blueprint indicates that these exiles are a fundamental process in history of the world.

The first of these four kingdoms took the kingship from the Jewish People. Each empire has successively grabbed the mantle of power from its predecessor. Ultimately the fourth empire, the empire of Eisav/Rome and its current heirs, will return kingship to the Jewish People. Until that time however, the fourth kingdom has the power of the kingship and all its trappings: It writes the songs of the world, for music is a scion of kingship: King David, the prototype of all kings, is called the 'sweet singer of Israel'. But the lyre of David breathes the songs of majesty no more.

When the Jewish People went into this last exile, the exile of Rome, the Temple songs of the Levi'im were silenced. The Romans took that music and made it serve a new master. It re-surfaced hundreds of years later as the Gregorian chants of the church.

If music and religion are but two aspects of imperial cultural domination, television is the ultimate form of this thrall: Television is the dream factory which allows the ruling power to foist its world-view on its vassal states. It places the minds of its subjects in a cultural iron mask. Wherever you can put up a satellite antenna and beam down a Big Mac from the sky - there the empire rules.

The Romans built the best roads in the world. But if they were alive today, they would be producing Seinfeld. Television is an instrument of kingship. The kingship is not ours at the moment. This is not just a physical reality, it's a mystical reality. It means that when we attempt, as the Jewish People, to take hold of the reins of kingship, be that music or the television, we must inevitably look ridiculous and fail.

The Kingdom of Heaven is mirrored in the kingdom of Earth. The Jewish People are in their darkest exile and the Divine Presence is in that exile with us. This is an exile of such totality that most of us don't even realize that we are in exile. We have almost totally accepted upon ourselves the yoke of the empire, its icons and its ideas. We are glued to their visions. We wear their clothes. We think their thoughts.

Between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, we refer to G-d in our prayers as the Holy King. We crown him in absentia, for there is little that we can see which bespeaks His Majesty. He is in exile, doubly hidden in a world where materialism and selfishness are the twin rulers.

We long for the day when this fourth kingdom will have run its course and the kingship will return to the Jewish People. For on that day, Hashem will be One and His Name One, and His people who proclaim twice daily His Oneness will be seen in their splendour, risen from the sackcloth of ages.

Written by Rabbi Yaakov Asher Sinclair. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu

Where is the King

Waiting for the Messiah

1. Radio Drama

The year is 1943. In a farmhouse of a remote French village, two shadowy figures struggle to move aside a fake stove. Behind the stove sits a primitive but powerful radio, covered in newspaper.
One of the figures bends silently over the radio and with well-practiced hands coaxes it into life. Its vacuum tubes start to glow dully, and the sound of airwaves, of static, can be heard escaping from his large baekerlite headphones. Suddenly the hissing and popping of the static clears and the unmistakable sound of a lone timpani drum quietly fills the room.

Quietly, ever so quietly, it sounds out a letter in Morse code: Short, short, short, long. Short, short, short, long. ...-, ...-. The letter is the letter "V". "V" for victory. Then a voice: "The night is your friend. The V is your sign..."

The Free French government was in exile in London. In its stead, a puppet regime ruled, but the people were loyal to their leader even though he was far away.

Nightly, they listened, hoping for a few words, a message of encouragement from their leader. For, however far away he was, they would never desert or be unfaithful to him. They longed for the day when he would emerge from exile and free them from their oppressors.
2. A Brief History of Kings

Where have the all the kings gone?
As part of the Creation, Hashem wanted there to be a tangible symbol of His Kingship. From this symbol we would be able to catch the smallest glimpse, the most distant echo of the Glory of Heaven, its Awesomeness and its Majesty. For this reason He created kings.

A few hundred years ago, kings ruled with absolute authority in their lands. More recently, nations have been unwilling to give to their rulers unbounded dominion; rather the king has been placed under the rule of the state.

With the advent of the republic, the notion of kingship has been virtually extinguished. There remain but a few nations who still conserve a constitutional monarchy, but even in those countries, the monarchy is but a pale puppet show beset with problems from without and within.
Hashem relates to us through 'measure for measure.'

In a republic, it is the people that rule; or rather, it is the political parties that rule. The fear of the king is no longer. We have reduced the king to a glib smile and well-coiffed hair, to a denim jacket and a strong handshake, or as it's called in the trade "pumping the flesh."

The tenure of a president is transitory. Even in countries where he may enjoy a broad power-base, he must expend vast amounts of time, money and energy flattering the spectrum of political interests to assure his re-election.

Since monarchy was created only to give us a microcosmic semblance of the Heavenly Kingship, how should we understand this ebbing of the power of kings? In other words, if the earthly monarchy is no more than a reflection of Hashem's Kingship, and a means to make it easier for us to accept His Dominion upon ourselves, why has the power and the status of monarchy been allowed to wane?

Hashem relates to us through 'measure for measure.' When the world at large believed in G-d, we were afforded an ever present representation of Hashem's Kingship in the form of the rule of kings. When the world turned to atheism, there was a concomitant withdrawal of the power of kings.

The basic tenet of Judaism is that Hashem is One. When a king united his people he was also the symbol of their unity. Today, on the other hand, political parties by definition stand for diffusion and separation. This is but a mirror of the fact that the world has turned its back on Hashem's Oneness.

Only when the world perceives the Oneness of Hashem will kingship return to mankind.

3. The Return of the King

For some two thousand years, the Jewish People has been 'sitting by its radio,' listening attentively, waiting for the return of the King.

The false monarchy of atheism, the puppet regimes of hedonism and materialism seem to rule unchecked, but from His exile, the King still rules.

He is in hiding. We do not see Him. But we continue an unremitting guerrilla war against His enemies. We will never be subjugated to them, never accept their rule.

And He continues to rule, even though we do not see Him. He rules in secret, in hiding. And we sit by our 'spiritual radios' - our Holy Torah, receiving instructions from Him.

We long for the day when He will return to us and the world will acknowledge Him as Ruler. When kingship will return to the House of David and there will come a Rosh Hashanah when we will crown Him, not in exile, but revealed for all the world to see.
Written by Rabbi Yaakov Asher Sinclair. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu
Based on Alei Shor, Vol. 2 Malchuyos,

by Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe.

Thanks to Rabbi Pinchas Kantrovitz.

That Will Bring us Back to Doe
Jewish Music and the Breakdown of Tonality

Turn on a radio and listen to some 'Jewish Music.' It sounds about as Jewish as Led Zeppelin wearing tefillin.

A famous music biz manager once said "I'd rather have a second-class original than a first-class copy." The problem with any copy is that even if it is technically better than the original, it is forever limited by the fact that it came into existence not as an attempt to create ex nihilo but as a clone.

If you want to know what original Jewish music sounded like, it probably sounded much like classical music. Classical music has its roots in the Gregorian chants of the Catholic church, and the Gregorian chants were rip-offs of the music that the Levi'im played in the Holy Temple. When the Romans burned the House of G-d and exiled the Jewish People, they also exiled our music. They took it into captivity and made it sing for a new master.

Gregorian chant is monophonic, meaning music that consists of only one melodic line without accompaniment. The beauty of the chant lies in the serene, undulating shapes of its melody which always returns to the tonic, to the fundamental note –Doe - as in Doe, Re, Mi etc.

The mesmerizing quality of chant comes from an exquisite longing always to return to the root note of the scale, the tonic. To return to Doe.

The development of Western music shows an increasingly complex use of harmony. In the Baroque period, great importance was attached to the mathematical interlacing of melody lines. This was known as counterpoint. Composers such as J.S. Bach were sometimes called upon to instantly compose fugues to show their technical prowess. But still the melodic structure always returned to the tonic, to Doe.
The Breakdown of Tonality

The Twentieth Century has produced the highest level of technological civilization known to man, and at the same time the greatest violence and barbarism. It has also produced the greatest era of atheism.

This chaos in the modern world-view has been reflected in its music. During the First World War, a revolution in music theory took place, overthrowing all J.S. Bach's rules of harmony and counterpoint, and changing the way music had sounded for hundreds of years.

If you play all the notes on a piano, both black and white, from one Doe to the Doe above it, you will have played twelve notes. This scale is called the chromatic scale. Western music from the earliest times was founded on the diatonic scale which, depending on the key, consists of seven of those twelve notes. Not all of the notes are used at the same time. Everyone knows the diatonic scale. It was made famous by that great musicologist Julie Andrews in her unforgettable contribution to Western culture: "Doe - a deer, a female deer...etc."
During World War One, Arnold Schoenberg invented the twelve-tone scale. Schoenberg decided to use all the notes in the chromatic scale. After this, there was no longer a hierarchy of melodic structure where every note inevitably led back to the tonic, to the root note, to Doe. Now there was no king. No note to which all the others bent their heads in submission. In a sense Schoenberg was saying "All notes are equal! There is no pivotal note. There is no King! There is no Doe!"
Schoenberg refined his creation and brought it to perfection in the 1920's. After Schoenberg, composers became more interested in dissonance than in harmonious consonance. Once Arnold Schoenberg had "dethroned" the rules of diatonic composition, many other composers followed suit with their own compositional styles. The door was now open. These other composers didn't follow Schoenberg but invented their own rules of composition. Their methods and styles, including Schoenberg's twelve-tone music, are called "atonality".

Schoenberg unleashed a genie on the world. After he had breached the walls of the diatonic scale, eventually almost anything came to be called 'music.'

In 1943, Germany was burning a people, composing the darkest cacophony that man could conceive. In the world of music, John Cage achieved notoriety for his "prepared pianos." These were pianos, modified by jamming all types of materials -- from wood to screws to weather-stripping -- into pianos to alter their sound, and then having pianists strike the keys randomly. In other compositions, he used a variety of radios or altered tape recordings all playing simultaneously, or microphones attached to human bodies in motion.

His most famous composition was "4:33". A piece for the piano in which the pianist sat in silence in front of the keys of the piano for 4 minutes and 33 seconds.

Art reflects life. Music reflects life. Just as tonality became 'a-tonality', so monarchy became 'an-archy'.

Exit The King

As part of the Creation, Hashem wanted there to be a tangible symbol of His Kingship. From this symbol we would be able to catch the smallest glimpse, the most distant echo of the Glory of Heaven, its Awesomeness and its Majesty. For this reason, Hashem created monarchy. Earthly monarchy is the most distant whisper of the ineffable Majesty of the King of Kings.
And there we stand on Rosh Hashana at the coronation of the King of Kings. We get tired and bored. It all seems too long. We struggle to have some feeling of connection to this most awesome of days...

A few hundred years ago, kings ruled with absolute authority in their lands. More recently, nations have been unwilling to give to their rulers unbounded dominion; rather the king was shackled by the rule of the state. Nowadays, the notion of kingship has been virtually extinguished. Now, so to speak, 'all pigs are equal."

There remain but a few nations who still conserve constitutional kingship, but even in those countries, the monarchy is but a pale puppet show - fodder for the tabloid press. Princes and princesses look and behave like creatures of the gutter. Gone is the whisper of Majesty.

Since monarchy was created only to give us a microcosmic semblance of the Heavenly Kingship, how should we understand this ebbing of the kings? In other words, if the earthly monarchy is no more than a reflection of Hashem's Kingship, and a means to make it easier for us to accept the dominion of Hashem upon ourselves, why has the power and the status of monarchy been allowed to wane?

Hashem relates to us through measure for measure. When the world at large believed in G-d, we were afforded an ever present representation of Hashem's Kingship in the form of the rule of kings. This was mirrored in the arts, in music, in the diatonic scale, where all notes led back to the king – to Doe. When the world turned to atheism, then Hashem withdrew the power of kings and there was a concomitant loss of tonality in music. Similarly in the visual arts, realism gave way to increasing abstraction and nihilism.

I remember as a small boy in 1953 watching one of the first post-war television broadcasts in England. It was of the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II. It went on all day. And we watched it all day. We didn't get tired or bored. We squinted at that murky grey fishbowl in awe and fascination. Even in my short life, how has that most distant whisper of the divine Kingdom of Heaven become almost completely inaudible!

And there we stand on Rosh Hashana at the coronation of the King of Kings. We get tired and bored. It all seems too long. We struggle to have some feeling of connection to this most awesome of days...

The basic tenet of Judaism is that Hashem is One. When a king united his people he was also the symbol of their unity. Like the note to which all the other notes inevitably return.

Only when the world perceives the Oneness of Hashem will kingship return to mankind.

And only that "will bring us back to Doe..."
Written by Rabbi Yaakov Asher Sinclair. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu
Sources:

· Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe, Rabbi Moshe Silverberg
· http://www.cel.sfsu.edu/msp/Studentworks/Files/Debrief.html

Jewish Times
Dear Rabbi
All of the "celebrations" surrounding the New Year made me ponder whether there's a particularly Jewish approach to calculating time. I know Rosh Hashanah is the Jewish New Year, but is there a Jewish number of years? Also, I was wondering whether there are Jewish months, or even Jewish days for that matter.

Allison
Dear Allison

Yours is a very timely question.

According to the civil calendar in use now, called the Gregorian calendar, it is currently the Year 2013. This reckoning of years is based on the purported year of the birth of Jesus. It is for this reason that historically the years of this calendar were referred to as BC (before Christ, Greek for Saviour) or AD (Anno Domini, Latin for "year of our Lord"). In modern times, in order to avoid the particular religious connotation of these terms, many customarily refer to these years as BCE (before the Common Era) or CE (the Common Era).

Aside from the obvious aversion to using a system of time that posits Jesus as Saviour and Lord, Judaism has its own reckoning of years whose use pre-dates any other calendar and whose starting point reaches back the furthest. Based on the Torah's chronology of Creation and the stated years of the generations following Adam and Eve, the Jewish calendar is currently in the year 5773 from the year in which these progenitors of mankind were fashioned by G-d. The Jewish calendar, therefore, reckons the beginning of Creation for all mankind and marks the inception of the relationship between G-d and Man.

Since you mention the "celebrations" surrounding the New Year, it's worth pointing out the difference between the hedonistic way many celebrate New Year's (which, historically, often resulted in horrific attacks against Jews) as opposed to the Jewish observance of Rosh Hashanah that is imbued with repentance and sanctification as befitting the day celebrating the purpose of Creation.

To answer your second question: Yes, there are specific Jewish months as well. And here too, they are significantly different than the months of the Gregorian calendar. For one, the names and origins of many of these months are pagan: January=Janus, god of gates; March=Mars, god of war; April=Aphrodite goddess of love; May=Maia, goddess of spring; June=Juno, goddess of marriage and women. As above, Judaism has a natural aversion to using a system based on unacceptable beliefs.

Another major difference is that the Gregorian calendar is solely solar based, so while it is in sync with the seasons, there is no relationship between the months and the various phases of the moon. This is not the case in the Jewish calendar where the beginning of the month occurs on the new moon, the middle of the month occurs on the full moon and the month concludes at the end of the waning moon. Since there are approximately 29.5 days in the lunar cycle, some months are 29 days and others are 30, but all correspond to the phases of the moon.

However, a purely lunar-based year is also out of sync with the times. This is because twelve 29.5-day moon-months result in a 354-day year, which lags behind the 365-day solar year by 11 days. Over three years, a lunar calendar will lag behind the seasons by approximately a month, and throughout the years, its months will drift throughout the entire spectrum of the seasons. The Islamic calendar is such a system, where, for example, the month-long, day-time fast of Ramadan is sometimes in the short, cool days of winter and other times in the long, hot days of summer. The Islamic calendar is thus the converse of the Gregorian calendar; while its months are in sync with the moon, they are totally out of sync with the sun and the seasons.

Despite its preceding Christianity and Islam, the Jewish calendar ingeniously resolves the tensions that rise from their calendars with a luni-solar calendar that simultaneously preserves within the seasons of the solar year true lunar months. The way this works is that since a discrepancy of about one month occurs over three years, approximately every three years (specifically, 7 times in 19 years) a second month of Adar is added at the end of the winter in order to fulfil the Torah's mandate for Nisan, the month of Redemption, to occur in the spring. The intercalation of this extra month ensures that all of the months and their holidays are always in balance with their respective seasons.

Regarding Jewish days, given the antiquity of the Torah, it would seem that the seven-day week delineated in the Torah is the basis for that being the universal standard. However, here again, the names of the days of the week in the Gregorian calendar have their origin in idolatry and paganism where each day is dedicated to a different planet/god: Sunday to the sun; Monday to the moon; Tuesday to Tew, the Norse equivalent of Mars; Wednesday to the god Weden; Thursday to Thor; Friday to Freya, the equivalent of Venus; and Saturday to Saturn.

The Jewish days of the week, based on the wording of the Torah, are simply numbered from one to six (corresponding to Sunday through Friday), as a count-up culminating in the only day of the week referred to by name - Shabbat. This is the day that is to be celebrated as the completion and perfection of Creation. In their attempt to transplant yet imitate Judaism, Christianity and Islam chose respectively the closest day after or before Shabbat as their Sabbath. But according to the source for their choice, the Torah, both days are mundane. Jewish sources describe this choice as a Divinely directed fulfilment of the Torah verse establishing the unique relationship between Israel, Shabbat and G-d.

Written by Rabbi Yirrmiyahu Ullman. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu











Yom Kippur

Strategic Teshuva
Creative Ways to Make Yourself Do the "Right Thing"

We all have some bad midot (character traits) and some bad habits. When we consider doing teshuva for them, we are apt to think as follows: "I am really out of control. Why do I do those terrible things? I should be stronger! How can I increase my self-control so that I can overcome those strains, temptations, etc.?"

That sort of thinking can be useful. But it is not the only helpful approach. Another attack is this: "When do I fail like this? What is there in the environment? What else has happened that day? Under which specific circumstances do I fail? And, ...what can I do to change those circumstances?" The technique of changing the circumstances in which we generally fail is what I call "Strategic Teshuva."

Midot and habits generally have "triggers". For example, certain people provoke an angry, aggressive response. Other people may not pose a problem. Or the "trigger" might be specific activities, such as driving in heavy traffic ("road rage"), caring for fighting siblings, waiting in lines at the bus terminal, filling out government forms, and so on.

The same is true for other temptations. Laziness comes naturally when one is surrounded by computer games, bad literature, inviting beaches and - most important - other lazy people. (A boy from Los Angeles told me it took him six years to get his bachelor's degree because certain courses interfered with his beach schedule!) Illicit pleasures attract most strongly when they are readily available and when others in the neighbourhood indulge.

Our first responsibility is for our actions. When the "triggers" of the bad habits and midos occur, it is extremely difficult to stop the habits and midot from acting. One solution is to try to avoid the triggers. Change the environment. Move your residence if you can. If you can't, spend as much time in another environment which will provide respite from the temptation. (The most effective positive environment is doing mitzvoth with other people: Learn in a beit midrash, visit the hospital with others, plan a chesed project with others, teach Torah in a school, etc.) Certain activities cause tension which triggers anger. If you cannot avoid those activities, alternate with relaxing activities.

If I succeed in overcoming the temptation (enough times) then I will allow myself something I very much enjoy.

A second solution is to add something to the environment which will make it easier to do the right thing. If you have trouble getting up for davening in shul, make a study partner for ten minutes before davening. Then, when the alarm rings and you reach over to push the snooze button, you will think: "But what if my study partner comes and I'm not there?! How embarrassing!" - and you will get up!

In many cases you can make a contract with yourself: If I succeed in overcoming the temptation (enough times) then I will allow myself something I very much enjoy. This is what psychologists call a "behaviour contract." Thus I have a personal incentive to do the right thing. For example: "If I get through the meeting without getting angry, I will allow myself to buy that picture for the wall/go to that restaurant/etc."

The key is to control the environment by avoiding some things and creatively adding others so that it will be easier to do the right thing.

Now, some people think that this cannot be right. This means that we are only running away from our problems, not solving them! The problem is precisely this: I am not able to overcome those temptations. How do I solve that problem? By avoiding them, or by adding extra incentives?

There are two answers. First, who says that the only problem is to overcome the desire? On the contrary: Our first responsibility is for our actions. Suppose someone cannot control a desire to steal from Macy's. If he shops only in Bloomingdale's, or he rewards himself for not stealing from Macy's, he has not overcome the desire - but at least he is not stealing!

Second, often we can only overcome the desire if we have a respite from the wrong actions. As long as the bad habits and midot are active it is very difficult to gain control.

Therefore, avoiding the triggers and adding payoffs may be the only way to gain control. Yes, the ultimate goal is to become immune to the temptations. But this may require two stages: First avoiding the triggers and adding payoffs; and then developing the psychological strength to resist. Trying to do without the first stage may make the second stage impossible.

Think of addictions. You cannot simply tell the addict: "Stop using that stuff!" He can't stop, and all the therapy in the world will not help while he is still on the drug. But if he enters a sanitarium where the drug is unavailable, then the therapy can help him become immune to the temptation to use drugs.

Strategic teshuva may thus be the necessary first step to complete teshuva. But it is more than that. If that is all that you can manage at the moment, then strategic teshuva is enough to gain kappara (atonement). Hashem does not ask more of us than we can do. If you avoid the triggers, add incentives and start to work on immunity, then in the meantime you have kappara for all the past mistakes even before you achieve immunity. Isn't that worth it?

Written by Rabbi Dr Dovid Gottlieb. Reprinted with permission.
Your Children are Perfect (and so are You)

One of the many joys of studying Torah is to be found in the occasional discovery of something especially beautiful and important. Hearing such a thought from someone else or reading it in a book can be wonderful enough, but it is a unique joy when the idea coalesces in your own mind, as you suddenly make a new connection, discovering a deeper perspective that makes life altogether sweeter.
I had such a thought recently and I have been finding it too sweet to keep to myself. I hope you will not mind if I use this column ─ which is usually devoted to blending contemporary ideas with perspectives from the Torah ─ to share with you an unabashed Torah insight. It concerns raising children and is inspired by the Torah’s view of Yom Kippur as the Day of Atonement (a fancy way of saying Day of Forgiveness).

According to the Talmud, one of the two happiest days on the calendar used to be none other than Yom Kippur (the other was a little known summer holiday called Tu B’Av). Today, ‘Yom Kippur is coming’ is more likely to elicit a groan than a ‘Yippee!’ but that is because Yom Kippur used to be very different than what it is today.

During Temple times, the day was characterized not by a synagogue marathon but by the unique and complex Temple service special to that day. Among the biggest differences between our experience and theirs is that theirs was over early in the day – hopefully with a sign from Heaven that all was forgiven in G-d’s eyes and that all our wrongdoings from throughout the year were wiped away. All the guilt and regret we’d been accumulating would be released in that one moment and the rest of the day was celebrated by a pure and perfect people with a brand new, clean slate. 

This annual gift from G-d is described in the Torah reading of Yom Kippur morning. The verse tells us that the Yom Kippur service, which is characterized primarily by expressing regret for the wrongs we’ve done and committing to improve, is given to us “to atone for the Jewish people from all their wrongdoings once each year.” Think about what this says.

Sometimes, we parents get a little carried away with our role of urging our children to be better: to be cleaner, more responsible, more disciplined, quieter, friendlier, etc. etc.

Right from the beginning, G-d already knows, apparently, that we will need to be forgiven ‘once each year’ for ‘all our wrongdoings.’ But rather than getting fed up and holding it against us, He creates a day that makes all these failures disappear, so we can start all over with renewed hope for achieving our fullest potential. We can be as happy and confident with ourselves as possible, feeling at the start of each year that everything about us is pure good, and that our Father in Heaven is as proud as can be. In His loving words, “It is as though I have given birth to you just today.”

Beautiful though this is, this much is not new.

It occurred to me recently that if we are granted a day like this from our Father in Heaven, our children deserve a day like this from us – at least once a year. Sometimes, we parents get a little carried away with our role of urging our children to be better: to be cleaner, more responsible, more disciplined, quieter, friendlier, etc. etc. We give them the impression that they simply do one thing wrong after another and that they are just plain inadequate. 

We tend to forget that, by nature, kids inevitably will be messy, irresponsible, impetuous, loud, antisocial, etc. etc. That is exactly what we should expect will happen. And just as G-d purifies and renews us each year, expressing His understanding that failure is a part of our growth, we should grant the same opportunity to our children.

Every Yom Kippur, perhaps we should sit down with them to deliver the message of the day: that all their errors and wrongs of the past year have been wiped away and forgotten; every last thing about them, every nook and cranny of their being, is now pure good. Their Father in Heaven and their parents on Earth are as proud of them as could possibly be and a fresh new year lies ahead of them. 

Do you know how they will feel? Certainly not that they got away with anything. They will know, instead that we believe in them and that there is absolutely nothing holding them back from being their very best. Every Yom Kippur, that is exactly how we should feel. Why shouldn’t we share that feeling with our children?
Written by Dovid Goldman. From Jewish Spirit Magazine, Fall 2010. Reprinted with permission.


Original Paintwork

The Cycle of Sin

A car wash is a great business. Within thirty seconds of driving out of the car wash your car has already lost 100% of its pristine gleam and within a week it starts to look like any other dirty car. So if people know that their car is going to get dirty, why do they bother spending the time and money to clean it in the first place? Sometimes Yom Kippur feels a lot like a car wash. Is there a person in the world who repented on Yom Kippur for all his sins and never sinned again? And most of us have trouble seeing even the smallest improvement from one Yom Kippur to the next. Isn’t it all a bit of a waste of time? I mean, who are we fooling? Certainly not G-d. And if were honest not even ourselves.

Have you ever tried to clean a car that hasn’t seen water in two years? It’s almost impossible. The dirt and the grime have eaten into the paint. It’s impossible to make the car shine.

It’s true that the gleam on our car when we leave the car wash is very short-lived, but there’s a more important reason we make our weekly pilgrimage to the car wash. It gives us the possibility of returning to the shine of the original paint-work.

Yom Kippur is the same. The sheen with which we leave shul after Yom Kippur may wear off pretty quickly, but if we never experienced a Yom Kippur, soon we’d become so spiritually dulled that we would never be able to get back to the lustre of our "original paint-work."

Written by Rabbi Yaakov Asher Sinclair. Heard from Rabbi Chaim Salenger in the name of Rabbi Avraham Jackobowitz. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu

Yizkor and Yom Kippur

Yizkor is a prayer which originated in medieval times amongst the communities of “Ashkenaz” (Germany), perhaps in the aftermath of the Crusades.  The contemporary American scholar, Rabbi Macy Nulman, suggests the Siddur of Rashi (d. 1105) as an early source of Yizkor prayers.

Originally, Yizkor appears to have been said on Yom Kippur only, rather than on other Chagim as has been our practice from the eighteenth century.
Why may it have started on Yom Kippur? The 15th century Rabbi Yaakov Weil (known also by the acronym ‘Mahari Veil’), in developing our appreciation of Yizkor noted that the Torah refers to Yom Kippur in the plural – ‘Yom Kippurim’, Vayikra 23:28 – and expounded that it was a day of atonement for both those living and those deceased.

Kol Bo, a work whose author is not conclusively identified, wrote that reciting Yizkor on Yom Kippur helps to soften our hearts as we recall departed relatives, stirring us to make the most of Yom Kippur and to restore our relationship with G-d.

The custom of giving tzedakah to memorialise deceased relatives and to perform a mitzvah on their behalf is part of the process of atonement.

Both of the above sources are cited by the great 16th century halachist, Rabbi Moses Iserles (‘Rema’) in Darchei Moshe and his comments on the Shulchan Aruch (OC 621:8).  We might also suggest that reciting Yizkor on Yom Kippur, as we carry out our own personal audits and pray through the dramatic Yom Kippur liturgy, prompts us to value every day and to consider what we must achieve as Jews in the year ahead.

The custom of giving tzedakah to memorialise deceased relatives and to perform a mitzvah on their behalf is part of the process of atonement noted above by Mahari Veil.  It is based on Devarim 21:8, “Atone for your people Israel that You [G-d] have redeemed...” The context of this verse is the laws dealing with who takes responsibility for an unidentified corpse.   Giving tzedakah is, building on Mahari Veil, a way of continuing the redemption of a deceased relative by performing a mitzvah on the relative’s behalf.
Yehi zichram baruch, may their memory be for a blessing.  May we all merit the atonement of Yom Kippur and a blessed year ahead.
Written by: Rabbi Michael Laitner Education Director, United Synagogue Living & Learning; assistant rabbi, Finchley Synagogue (Kinloss)


Yom Kippur Yizkor
Dear Rabbi
I know there are certain times and holidays when it is appropriate to recall the memory of the departed. I was wondering if Yom Kippur is one of those times since we ask of G-d’s forgiveness, or if Yom Kippur applies only to the living. If appropriate, I would like to remember my mother of blessed memory. Thank you.

I offer you my condolences on the parting of your mother. May her soul rest in Gan Eden.

The Sages prescribed that children recall the souls of their departed parents during prayer every Yom Tov, at which time the child pledges charity and resolves to improve his or her deeds in order to increase the merit of the departed. This occurs after the Torah reading and before the scrolls are returned to the Ark. This “hazkarot neshamot” is recited on the last day of Pesach, on Shavuot and on Shemini Atzeret concluding Succot. Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur are considered as one in this regard, and the service is recited on Yom Kippur for both days.

As you intuited, “hazkarot neshamot” is of greater significance on Yom Kippur than it is at other times since the very essence of the day is the quest for forgiveness and atonement which are as necessary for the deceased as for the living. Even though the departed can no longer effect their own atonement, the charity and good deeds pledged by their children stands in their merit. Particularly if these were the ways of the deceased himself that he imparted to his children, their acts are considered a perpetuation of the parent’s deeds, and it is as if the parent is fulfilling them himself.

If one’s parents are still alive, the child leaves the synagogue for several reasons: in deference for the feelings of the bereaved, or because he may mistakenly recite the service himself which is considered unpropitious for his parents, or because even if he remains silent, it would not appear appropriate to be silent while others are praying. In Sefardi communities, however, the entire congregation remains in the synagogue while the leader of the services recites the memorial and each individual gives him the names of his own deceased for mention in the collective prayer.
Written by Rabbi Yirrmiyahu Ullman. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu

Like Purim?!

Dear Rabbi
I seem to recall that Purim is connected in some way to another holiday, maybe like Yom Kipur? Is that possible? If so how? Sorry for the ignorance but I mentioned this to a friend of mine and he said that a holiday from the Torah like Yom Kipur can’t be compared to a holiday from a later, non-Torah period. Please help clarify this for us.
Jake
Dear Jake
There is in fact a teaching in our sources relating Purim to Yom Kipurim. The idea is based on the actual wording of the names for the holidays: namely, Yom Kipurim is understood to mean that that day is like Purim – “K’Purim”, which in Hebrew means “like Purim”. If Yom Kipurim is like Purim, the implication is that Purim is in some way even greater than the Day of Atonement. How so?

On Yom Kipurim, by refraining from bodily pleasures, the Jewish People elevate themselves and attain atonement for transgressions of the body. Purim achieves the same thing through feasting and rejoicing. The latter is viewed as being greater since it’s easier to gain spiritual purity and elevation through abstaining from physicality, while attaining holiness through pleasure requires a much greater degree of striving and effort.

In fact, we see this reflected in the following inverse relationship between Yom Kipurim and Purim: Regarding Yom Kipurim, we partake of food and drink on the eve of the fast and then refrain from eating and drinking during the holiday, as if to show that while we may have previously indulged in mundane pleasures, we now repent and purify ourselves of that indulgence. However, regarding Purim, the order is reversed. We first refrain from food and drink on the Fast of Esther and then feast during Purim as if to show that while we may have indulged in forbidden feasting, we now elevate our feasting to the service of G-d.

Interestingly, Purim is compared not only to Yom Kipurim but also to the other holidays as well. Rabbis of previous times have noted the following allusions: Purim is like Pesach in that on both occasions the Jews were delivered from bondage to freedom. Purim is like Shavuot in that the Jews reaffirmed their acceptance and commitment to the Torah. Purim is like Rosh Hashanah in that the existence of the Jewish People hung in the balance as a result of the King’s decree. Purim is like Yom Kipur in that the Jews were expiated of their sins. Finally, Purim is like Succot whose commemoration of the protective Divine Clouds of Glory parallels G-d’s providential protection of the Jews against their enemies in Persia.

Perhaps according to this, we can better understand the enigmatic teaching of our Sages that, “All festivals will one day cease, but the days of Purim will never cease” (Yalkut Mishlei 944). Since Purim contains within it the major themes and influences of all the other holidays, the influence of Purim is a concentrated culmination of them all. Once the final redemption occurs, all the festivals of the Torah will be observed through their portended progeny – Purim.

Written by Rabbi Yirrmiyahu Ullman. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu
Succot

Rich Succah, Poor Succah
Dear Rabbi
If the succah is about rejoicing before G-d with the bounty of one’s harvest, what message does it have for the poor, or for those with little harvest?

Steven
Dear Steven
This is a very interesting question! But certainly the Torah has a message for all. Let’s see in more detail what the fundamental message of the succah is, and perhaps we’ll see how it applies to both the rich and the poor.

We dwell in the succah seven days. For seven days we leave our permanent homes for temporary ones, in fulfilment of G-d’s command in the Torah. In doing so we recall the Succot in which our forefathers dwelt in the wilderness, and the G-d given clouds of glory that shielded them there.

G-d sustains even those who live in lowly abodes with little material wealth.

Reflecting on the nature and meaning of the succah enhances our insight into the meaning of trust in G-d, and the extent of Divine Providence in our lives.

We go out into the succah during the “Festival of the Ingathering” upon having harvested the fruit of our labour. If a person has received divine blessing and all his needs have been fulfilled, the Torah bids him to leave his bounty-filled house, his source of blessing and security to sojourn in the frail, meagre and exposed succah. This is to teach him that the wealth and possessions that were given to him are from the Almighty alone, and conversely, G-d sustains even those who live in lowly abodes with little material wealth. Let him reflect that wealth is fleeting and only important if used to serve the One who bestowed it.

On the other hand, one who is poor or who has been given only very little bounty might be concerned how he’ll possibly manage the coming winter. Lest he feel forlorn and fearful, the Torah bids him to reside in the succah to remind him that G-d also had our ancestors dwell in such modest abodes in the wilderness, yet He sustained them there miraculously for decades in a way which they knew no want. All of their needs were miraculously cared for – water, food, clothing, protection from the elements and from all worldly harm. The succah thus teaches him that Divine Providence is better than all worldly possessions, and one who fully trusts in G-d will not be forsaken.

In this way, the succah is relevant for both wealthy and poor, and has a message that is pertinent to all generations – from the generation who wandered the wilderness of old to our generation wandering the spiritual wilderness of the modern world.

Written by Rabbi Yirrmiyahu Ullman. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu

Making the most out of the Succah

In presenting an overarching goal of the Succah, the Torah writes that we dwell in the Succah, “so that your generations will know that I [G-d] housed the Children of Israel in ‘succot’, when I took them out of the land of Egypt, I am the L-d your G-d” (Vayikra 23:43).

What were those ‘succot’ and what are we supposed to ‘know’? The Talmud (Succah 11b) records two views about the ‘succot’.  Rabbi Eliezer maintains that ‘succot’ refers to the clouds of glory which miraculously protected the Children of Israel in the desert whilst Rabbi Akiva holds that ‘succot’ refers to the actual dwellings that the Children of Israel lived in.  

In halachic terms, this disagreement does not affect the way that we practically observe the mitzvah of the Succah.  Instead, it broadens our horizons as to how to ‘know’ the overarching goal of the Succah, split into two elements.  

Rabbi Eliezer’s view considers how G-d looked after us all as a people and continues to do so, encouraging us to emulate G-d in these ways. Being hospitable, charitable and social on Succot to enhance the whole community’s enjoyment of the festival is particularly important.  At the start of the Jewish year, we set out our stool for such values.  We use the Succah experience to launch us into a year of fulfilling the mitzvot of hospitality and bringing enjoyment to others.  This is the first element.

Rabbi Akiva’s view helps us to appreciate G-d’s care for us as individuals, especially how He protects us in our dwellings.  Such protection is just as necessary today, even as we are blessed to live in sturdy buildings, as it was in the desert.  

Without G-d’s protection, we would not have safe dwellings.  Spending time in the Succah, under a roof which is open at least a little to the sky, helps us to ’know’ that G-d cared for us as individuals in the desert and continues to do so.
In fact, Rabbi Yoel Sirkis (d. 1640, Cracow), ruled that dwelling in the Succah without appreciating G-d’s care for our ancestors in the desert, and by extension for us, diminishes our fulfilment of the mitzvah.  This is the second element and another continuing lesson.

Let us aim for these elements so that we make the most out of the Succah and this uplifting festival.
Written by: Rabbi Michael Laitner Education Director, United Synagogue Living & Learning; assistant rabbi, Finchley Synagogue (Kinloss)

Jewish Philosophy and Thought

Philosophy vs Prophecy
Dear Rabbi
According to my understanding, philosophy addresses a lot of the questions that Judaism does, so what advantage does Judaism have over philosophy?

Mark

Dear Mark
Rabbi Yehuda HaLevi addresses your question very directly and cogently in his work The Kuzari that was written in 11th century Spain. The book is an embellishment of a discourse that purportedly took place between a truth seeking pagan ruler of the Kuzar nation (somewhere in central Asia) and various religious leaders – including a rabbi. Your question is one of the fundamental questions raised by the leader and answered by the rabbi in a dialogue that results in the Kuzar’s decision to convert his kingdom to Judaism.

The rabbi makes the following four arguments in favour of prophecy over philosophy:

Philosophy is purely intellectual investigation originating in the mind of a human being in his effort to comprehend matters largely outside himself. Since the process is directed from below toward subjects on high, the level of understanding is, by definition, limited and finite. Revelation, however, insofar as it describes the infusion of truth from Above into the human intellect below, will necessarily reveal truths otherwise occluded by mere intellect alone.

Philosophy is nothing more than speculation. Since its conclusions are based on the guidelines of instruction in formal logic, analysis, technical terms and mechanical concepts, they are not inherently intuitive or correct. Prophecy, however, is a purely fluid and natural result of spiritual refinement through which, with the grace of G-d, a person becomes privy to existential truths which kindle his soul and intuitively spark inspiration in the hearts and minds of others.

Rarely does one find agreement between philosophers in their views of the supernatural. Even in the physical realm there is often disagreement among them. When they are in accord, it is not because they empirically arrived at the same results but rather because they adhere to the same philosophical school. Prophets, however, despite experiencing revelation in different venues and visions, are seeing essentially the same thing and sharing and disseminating the same message.

Considering their conduct, their knowledge, their ostensible search for truth and their exalted purpose, one might expect that the gift of prophecy would be quite common among the philosophers, and that tales of wonders and miracles would be related about them. However, we find the opposite to be so: true visions are granted to those who pursue truth through spiritual refinement, while those who strive after speculation never attain true prophetic vision. This proves that there is a secret to the Divine Influence that cannot be fathomed by the study of philosophy, nor is it revealed to philosophers.
Written by Rabbi Yirrmiyahu Ullman. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu
Sources:

· The Metzuda Kuzari pp. 3-12.


True Torah
Dear Rabbi
How do we "know" that the Torah was given by G-d at Sinai and not man-made? And even if it was given by G-d, how do we know that all the teachings ascribed to the Torah were given by G-d as opposed to the rabbis having made much of it up?

Joel
Dear Joel

Regarding your first question, the author of Kuzari, Rabbi Yehuda HaLevi, presents what is often called "The Kuzari Principle". The argument goes as follows: Judaism's claim to truth is that, unlike the claims of any other religion, G-d appeared to an entire nation, revealing His will that they fulfil a most exacting system of beliefs and practices. Since the entire religion is predicated on this mass-revelation, no one could ever convince an entire nation to accept the religion based on a purported experience that no one ever had.

Simply put, if mass-revelation never happened, no one could ever use it to convince others that it did. This is certainly true if the fabrication was directed to that generation itself, since no one could convince others that they experienced something they didn't. But it's even true if the claim was made regarding the experience of an earlier generation. Because if it was purported to have happened to the nation's forefathers, why didn't anyone ever hear of it?

This is a sound basis for the premise that G-d gave Torah to Israelat Sinai. But you ask, how do we know that the Torah that we have is what G-d gave? Maybe the rabbis added to it in G-d's name.

To this I would offer two replies:

First, the religious leaders in all times, such as the prophets or the Sages of the Talmud, were G-d fearing people who revered the Torah and dedicated their lives to preserving its integrity. In addition, given their great and numerous teachings demanding impeccable ethical standards in general, and in particular extolling truth and abhorring falsehood, it is nearly unthinkable that they would intentionally falsify the Torah, clothing their own agenda in the mantle of G-d.

Second, the Talmud, for example, goes to great lengths to painstakingly differentiate between Torah Law and rabbinical legislation. It is true that the Talmud invokes the authority to add laws and customs from Torah verses, and often seeks Torah-basis for these decrees, but it always clearly demarcates the distinction between what's from the Torah and what is from the prophets or Sages. So rather than falsely presenting their legislation as Torah, we find that the Rabbis actually stress the difference between theirs and that of the Torah.

These are some of the major reasons why the Torah as explicated by the Talmud is considered the True Torah.

Written by Rabbi Yirrmiyahu Ullman. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu

Does G-d Have Free Will

Dear Rabbi
Does G-d have free will?
Yra
Dear Yra
Yes, G-d has free will. G-d chose to create, when to create and how to create. G-d chooses to maintain and regulate all that exists every moment. This involves myriad, changing considerations at all times, and G-d considers them all instantaneously, deciding according to Divine Will what to do next how and in what way to influence every macro and micro dimension of everything in existence.
Yes, G-d has free will.

One might mistakenly think that since G-d is perfect, everything that G-d does must be perfect, precluding G-ds ability to exercise free will. This is incorrect for several reasons. First, G-d chooses what to do. The fact that G-d does it perfectly does not detract from Divine Free Will. Furthermore, G-d can choose to do something "imperfectly". For example, our Sages taught that G-d intentionally created man with the need for circumcision in order to enable man to act as a partner in perfecting and elevating the world much as one elevates relatively useless wheat by making it into bread (Tanchuma, Tazria, ch.5; see Ohr HaChaim, Lev. 12:3 for a deeper meaning).

One might argue that if G-d has free will, G-d should be able to will Himself out of existence. Since presumably G-d "cannot" will Himself out of existence, G-d does not have free will. This is also incorrect. The fact that man is not able to will himself away does not detract from his free will. The same applies to G-d. In any case, this is just a more sophisticated version of the illogical question, "Can G-d create a stone which He can’t lift?" The reason we are inclined to answer "No" to this question is not because of G-ds limit to create, but rather because there can be no such stone that He can’t lift. Here too, the fact that G-d "cannot" will Himself away is not because He lacks free will, but rather because His eternal existence is intrinsically imperative.

There are many instances in which we find G-d exercising free will. Several sources speak about G-ds deciding to create or not, and along what lines initially according to strict judgment until G-d "changed His mind" and decided to create with considerations of mercy as well (Rashi, Gen. 1:2). G-d suffered mankind’s injustice until he finally decided to bring the flood. In Abrahams dialogue with G-d about saving Sodom and Gomorrah, He shows willingness to "change His mind" if the conditions could be met. G-d chose the descendants of the Patriarchs as His people to settle the Land of Israel, yet he decided to send them to Egypt before eventually deciding when and how to redeem them. The examples are virtually endless.

In short, G-d constantly reviews and decides if and how to maintain every most colossal and miniscule dimension of creation. And He continuously determines and expresses anew in which way to interact with that creation with judgment or mercy, punishment or reward, concealment or revelation, and a myriad other of multi-facetted attributes.
Written by Rabbi Yirrmiyahu Ullman. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu

The Perfect G-d
Dear Rabbi,
We are told that G-d is perfect. How do we know that? If G-d is perfect, then how did He create an imperfect world? Rather, since His creations are imperfect, doesn't that show that He is imperfect?

David
Dear David,

This is a great question! It is one of the things that Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzatto, the renowned author of the classic work of Jewish thought, "The Way of G-d" says we must believe and know. Belief is something we are told is true. But how can we know that G-d is perfect?

Since nothing comes from nothing, “Existence” points to a Creator, just as the existence of a table or watch points to the existence of a carpenter or watchmaker. This Creator is G-d who created Existence.

It follows that while Existence is dependent on G-d, G-d is not bound by Existence. G-d is greater than, or outside of, Creation. This means that while Creation is finite, the Creator, being outside of place and time, is infinite.

Being infinite, G-d is by definition not lacking in any way. He is therefore omnipotent, omnipresent and omniscient. These “omni’s”, and any other conceivable ones are expressions or manifestations of His perfection.

Also, since G-d is infinite, He has no beginning or end. He always was, is and will be. G-d must therefore be void of any deficiency, since this would preclude His being eternal. Since G-d's infinity includes His being eternal, He must therefore be perfect.

So why then are the world and G-d's creations imperfect?

This is the underlying question posed by the wicked Roman procurator Turnus Rufus to Rabbi Akiva who challenged, "If G-d is perfect, why do you circumcise?" (Midrash Tanchuma Tazria 5). The implication, of course, is that since you circumcise, either G-d's creation, and by extension G-d Himself, is imperfect; or the natural state is perfect and you are wrong to circumcise.

Rabbi Akiva, in notorious Jewish fashion, retorted by answering with a rhetorical question: "Which is more perfect, wheat kernels or baked delicacies?" Obviously baked goods are more elevated and desirable. But what was Rabbi Akiva getting at?

He intended to communicate to Turnus Rufus that G-d intentionally created the world in an "imperfect" state in order that, through perfecting it and ourselves, humans may become partners with G-d in the act of Creation. And through perfecting Creation we become its crowning glory, thereby realizing the purpose for which all was created.

With this in mind, it should be clear that G-d's having created a "perfect" world would have been static, unrewarding and therefore imperfect; whereas an "imperfect" world which enables man to perfect it and himself, and to deserve the reward for doing so, is the ultimate expression of His infinite perfection.

Written by Rabbi Yirrmiyahu Ullman. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu

Soul Seeker
Dear Rabbi,
Does Judaism present any rational proof for its belief in the existence of the soul?

Ellen
Dear Ellen,

The term "rational proof" is a bit problematic. If you mean conclusive proof, the answer is no. But this should not be surprising; there are many disciplines in which assumptions are operative even though they are not conclusive, all the more so regarding the non-physical realm. On the other hand, lack of conclusive proof doesn't render the idea irrational – there may still be a rational basis for accepting the belief.

The Kuzari, by Rabbi Yehuda HaLevi, in its discussion of Prophecy verses Philosophy, notes that seekers of the spiritual realm have several advantages over those who pursue a solely rational exploration of the intellect. Prophets perceive truths in both the spiritual and physical world, while also addressing issues that are pertinent to the most refined of people as well as the most simple. The Philosophic approach, however, focuses primarily on subjects of a worldly nature, and appeals only to those of trained and refined intellect. In addition, its great emphasis on critical thinking can degenerate to a cynical rejection of everything, leading its adherents to dissatisfaction and despair.

That being said, let me suggest several "rational" indications for the existence of the soul.

For one, consider the difference between a live body and one immediately after death. Both have the same biology and biochemistry. In both scenarios, the bodies and body parts are exactly the same. Why in one case do the eyes see, the ears hear, the mouth breathes etc., and in the other, the functions of the exact same organs cease? Lest one answer that the biological process of life has been terminated - biologically speaking, there's absolutely no difference. Furthermore, science itself has no explanation for the mystery of life. Rather, what's missing is the spiritual charge which energizes and animates the system. In this way, it can be compared to an appliance before and after losing its current. In both scenarios the system is exactly the same — what's missing is the charge.

Another indication rises from real-life experience. We've all been in a situation where in a room full of people, activity and commotion, we have an inexplicable, instinctual and nearly subconscious urge to suddenly turn around, only to find someone we don't even know to be staring at us. Our preoccupation with our own thoughts as well as the noise in the room would preclude our seeing or hearing the person we're being drawn to. Nor do we generally have this sensation, look around, and see no one such that one might argue the phenomenon is random. Rather, just as physical stimuli such as sound, smell and sight are perceived and communicated to us through their relative receptors, so too the intellectual and spiritual stimulus of one's focused attention is perceived and transmitted through the soul and mind to others.

Similar phenomena which operate on a more long-distance, far-reaching scale include those uncanny instances where we spontaneously think or dream of a person we haven't seen or thought of for a long time, or something that's going to happen, and then the person suddenly calls or appears in our lives, or the event actually happens. These and other such premonitions which are experienced universally also indicate that we all have some non-physical component which is aware of, in tune with, perceives and communicates to us information, "activity" and energy in the non-physical realm. In Judaism, this component is referred to as the soul. And by the way, the indisputably universal phenomenon of deja-vu is also understood by Judaism to be the soul's "recalling" to us events, situations, places and people from a previous reincarnation where the current re-interaction gives us the opportunity to repair and correct past misdeeds and shortcomings in order benefit the soul on its journey.

There are many more such indications, but I'll conclude with a recent personal experience. A saintly rabbi that I was once very close to, Rabbi Yosef Tzeinvert of blessed memory, passed away. On Shabbat around 10a.m. in the middle of concentrated prayer, I had a sudden thought of him which was clouded with a feeling of darkness and void. I was afraid to dwell on that feeling, and certainly didn't express it to anyone. Immediately after Shabbat ended I heard the terrible news that he had in fact passed away shortly before 10. At the funeral procession I shared this with another great rabbi, the Admor of Nadvorna-Bania, Rabbi Moshe Meir Lifer shlita, who told me that mystical sources in Judaism teach that when very holy and righteous people pass, they "inform" those who were close to them. A few days later, while visiting the mourners, I told them of my experience and what the Admor had said. Their immediate reaction was, "You have no idea how many people have told us this!" And right after that, a person who was sitting just next to me, whom I did not know, exclaimed, "I also came here to share the same experience!" and then he told his story too…

Written by Rabbi Yirrmiyahu Ullman. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu

Has the Exodus Really Been Disproven?
That there are people who do not believe the biblical accounts of the ancient history of the Israelites is not new.  What is new in "Doubting the Story of the Exodus" (LA Times, April 13, 2001) is that doubt seems to have been turned into historical fact.  Readers were told that there is a consensus of biblical historians and archaeologists that the Exodus did not happen.  In reality, though, no such consensus actually exists.
Many archaeologists, Bible scholars and historians continue to conclude from the evidence that the Exodus did indeed occur, among them the editor of Biblical Archaeology Review, Hershel Shanks (Ha'aretz Magazine, Nov. 5, 1999).
Evidence for ancient events is very difficult to come by. Sometimes, to be sure, indications of an event’s historicity is uncovered but more often all that can be done is to see whether the event can plausibly fit into what is presently known about the historical period.  Lack of direct evidence does not disprove an ancient event.  Nor can the existence of evidence only in later literary texts be taken as an argument against their reliability; the discovery of ancient Troy came about on the evidence of the much later writings of Homer.

Many archaeologists, Bible scholars and historians continue to conclude from the evidence that the Exodus did indeed occur.
The Exodus is dated by most of those who accept its veracity to about 1250 BCE.  We know that for the previous few centuries, the period during which the Israelites are reported to have come down to Canaan from Egypt and to have become influential, there was indeed a rise in Semitic influence in Egypt, led by a group of western Semites known as the Hyksos, who were closely related to the Hebrews.  At some point, ca. 1580 BCE, the native Egyptians rebelled against these foreigners, and this development can be taken to be reflected in the Bible's description of the Pharaoh "who did not know Joseph."  As a result of this change, the Semites, including the Israelites, found themselves in the difficult position the Bible records, one which must have lasted for centuries.  From this point of view, the story of the slavery and Exodus is perfectly plausible within the framework of Egyptian and Near Eastern history.  Further, we have letters which describe the life of work gangs from Pharaonic Egypt and these seem to paint a picture very close to that of the biblical report.
The Bible describes the period immediately after the Exodus as one of extended wandering in the desert. This wandering was said to result from the fear of the Israelites that a direct route to Canaan, along the Mediterranean coast toward what is now the Gaza Strip, would be dangerous because of the Egyptian armies stationed there. This circumstance has been confirmed as historical by the discovery of the remains of extensive Egyptian influence, habitation and fortification in the Gaza region in this period, especially at Deir al-Balakh.  Again, the biblical record is confirmed.
We do have… ample evidence that the biblical account is entirely plausible.
Further support for the historicity of the Exodus comes from a stele of the Egyptian ruler Merneptah (1224-1214 BCE).  In reviewing his victories against the peoples of Canaan, he claimed, "Israel is laid waste; his seed is not." Here the text designated the people of Israel, not the land, as can be shown from the Egyptian linguistic usage.  Many scholars believe that this text refers to the people of Israel before they entered Canaan--that is, in the period of desert wandering.  More likely, it is a reference to Israel after they have entered Canaan, but before they established themselves as a sedentary population in the hill country in today's West Bank (Judea and Samaria).  Since this view accords with the dating of the Exodus we suggested above, it seems that in this text, the only Egyptian document to mention Israel, we have a direct reference to the Israelites in the period of the Exodus and the conquest of Canaan.
Assuming the biblical account to be unreliable, some scholars have substituted a Marxist theory of class revolution to explain the formation of ancient Israel.  According to this approach, the masses revolted against their Canaanite overlords and, after taking control, forged for themselves the new collective identity and mythology of the Israelites.  Other scholars have suggested a process of differentiation in which some Canaanites began to see themselves as a separate people, and created an identity and a sacred history from whole cloth, thus inventing the Exodus and conquest narratives.  But who would invent a history of slavery and disgrace?
Further, this theory must explain away the historical and archaeological evidence.  Numerous cities from this period show a cultural change at precisely the point when the Israelites are said by the Bible to have appeared.  Indeed, the newcomers, since they came from the desert, show a lower level of material culture than the Canaanites whom they displaced.  This situation fits well the notion of Israelite conquest and infiltration.  Second, the Israelites, throughout their history in the land, were concentrated in those areas easiest to defend against the superior arms of the Canaanites, a fact that supports the notion that they were invaders.  Third, the doubters have claimed that few cities from this period show evidence of armed destruction.  But careful consideration of the biblical narrative, with due attention to the account in Judges and the evidence that the Canaanites were never entirely displaced, eliminates this inconsistency fully.  Indeed, the archaeological record supports a reconstruction of the historical events of the conquest when both Joshua and Judges are studied together.  Finally, these scholars often claim that the Bible is the only source supporting the Exodus.  But they forget that several different accounts of the Exodus exist in the Bible, in books written at different periods, thus providing corroborative evidence for the basic scheme of events.
We may not possess, at least at present, conclusive proof that the Israelites left Egypt en masse as the Bible describes.  What we do have, though, are several indications of the Exodus’ historicity, and ample evidence that the biblical account is entirely plausible.
It is a simple matter to claim that lack of clear, decisive external confirmation of the biblical account is itself a disproof, but no rational person believes that what has not been proven is false.  What can be stated with certainly, however, is that there is no consensus that the Exodus is a myth.
Written by Lawrence H. Schiffman. Reprinted with permission.
Lawrence H. Schiffman is Ethel and Irvin A. Edelman Professor in Hebrew and Judaic Studies at New York University, where he serves as Chair of the Skirball Department of Hebrew and Judaic Studies.  He is an internationally known scholar of the Dead Sea Scrolls and recently co-edited the Encyclopedia of the Dead Sea Scrolls (Oxford, 2000).

Money can’t you buy life

Dear Rabbi,

I am financially independent and reasonably well-off. I feel that my financial situation is a function of my hard work, and therefore have trouble with the idea that G-d is the source of my wealth, or that I must pray to, or thank G-d, for my livelihood. I can buy anything I need, and certainly feel no shortage for things as basic as food. What are your thoughts? Thanks.
Melissa
Dear Melissa,

I am happy for you that you are fortunate enough to be not only financially independent, but also successful in your endeavours, which affords you material abundance, and which, I hope, gives you true personal fulfilment as well.

However, the Torah warns one of attributing such success to one’s labours alone, thereby taking G-d out of the picture:

“Beware that you do not forget G-d, by not keeping His commandments, His ordinances, and His statutes, which I command you this day... lest you eat and be sated, and build good houses and dwell therein... and your herds and your flocks multiply, and your silver and gold increase, and all that you have increases... and you will say to yourself, ‘My strength and the might of my hand has accumulated this wealth for me’...But you must remember G-d, for it is He that gives you strength to make wealth, in order to establish His covenant which He swore to your forefathers” (Deut. 8:11-18).

So we see that the Torah foresees the possibility of a person’s G-d-given wealth actually being a reason for denying G-d and ultimately leading one to rebel against His will, when, in fact, that wealth was bestowed specifically for the purpose of drawing one closer to G-d and enabling one to serve Him all the better.

I don’t question or make light of your abilities and effort. But one should consider what the source of those abilities is, and why he or she has them, while others don’t. You did not create yourself with those endowments, but rather they were gifted to you. Furthermore, there are certainly others with similar, or perhaps even greater, abilities who also expend effort, perhaps even more than you and yet they have not achieved the bounty you have. Why is this? Please recognize the special blessing you’ve been given.

In addition, not everyone who has wealth is happy. Nor can wealth purchase happiness. At most it may buy distractions from unhappiness. Such wealth is not a blessing. Wealth cannot purchase health either, nor does it necessarily guarantee life, or even its basic necessities, as the following story illustrates:

A certain very wealthy man boasted that while he may die of many things, given his great wealth he will certainly never die of hunger. As a regular pastime the man would visit his treasure vaults and wander blissfully through his vast wealth. One day the vault door closed behind him and he was locked in with lots of gold, silver and jewels – but no food. As the story goes, there, without even pen and paper, he wrote his own epitaph with blood drawn from a brooch and stencilled onto a banknote: “Here died one most wealthy of starvation”.

Whether the story is true or not, it certainly shows most poignantly that money can’t buy you life – nor can it be relied on to buy even something as basic as a piece of bread. It is for this reason that one must acknowledge and request Divine favour.
Written by Rabbi Yirrmiyahu Ullman. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu

Men & Women A Jewish View on Gender Differences

The fact that the first human was created as an androgynous being gives us much insight into male-female relationships.

To get a clear picture of the Jewish view of womanhood, we must go back to the beginning—the Torah.

In the first chapter of Genesis, the Torah chooses to refer to Adam in the plural:

G-d created the man in His image; in the image of G-d He created him, male and female He created them. And G-d blessed them. (Genesis 1:27-28)
Why “them”? This was before the creation of Eve!

The Jewish Oral Tradition provides us with a fascinating insight into this grammatical oddity. The first human, it tells us, was really an androgynous being, both male and female in one body, sophisticated and self-sufficient.

But if G-d had created such a complete human being, why the later separation into two parts, into Adam and Eve?

The answer given is that G-d did not want this first human creation to be alone, for it would then possess an illusion of self-sufficiency. Note that there is no word for “independence” in classical Hebrew. (What we use now, atzma’ut, is of modern vintage.) The concept of independence doesn’t exist in Jewish tradition. Aside from G-d, nothing and no one is really independent. Since we are supposed to ingrain into ourselves that G-d is the source of everything, self-sufficiency would have been a spiritual defeat.

G-d wanted to fashion the human being into two separate people in order to create a healthy situation of dependence, yearning, and mutual giving. Human beings are not meant to be alone because then they would have no one to give to, no one to grow with, and nothing to strive for. To actualize oneself spiritually, a human being cannot be alone.

Why Not Identical Twins?

But why, then, didn’t G-d create two identical beings? The answer is that in order to maximize giving, the recipient must be different from the giver. If the two are identical, giving can occur, but it is limited. One would give based on his or her own needs, since the receiver would have the exact same needs. To truly be a giver, the person must take into account what the receiver needs and not only what the giver wants. By giving to someone with different needs, a person is trained to think and give on terms other than his or her own.

We see, then, that the separation had to be into two different beings, in order for /*us to learn to appreciate, love, give, and care for those unlike ourselves.

This is fundamental to all moral and spiritual growth. We can also understand why G-d didn’t just create two beings from the start: by starting as one, we can know and feel that our life partners are our true complement, that we need them and their differences just as they need us and ours.

Gender Differences

The Torah is a path to self-actualization, to spiritual growth. We have seen that in order to grow, a person cannot be alone. Therefore two beings were created. To maximize growth, the beings need to be different, and so men and women were created as different beings. But what are these differences?

In the creation story told in the Book of Genesis, the way in which G-d separates man and woman provides us with an insightful look at gender differences. We will briefly discuss here some of the most powerful of these. Note that the feminine-masculine polarities we will discuss do not apply exactly the same way to each man and woman—we were all created as unique individuals. However, what the Torah describes does exist for everyone to some degree.

Interestingly enough, Adam was not split down the middle; rather, Eve was created from an internal organ: his rib. By mentioning the rib, the Torah is teaching us a principle in understanding the nature of masculine and feminine strengths, namely that feminine manifestation and strength is more internal, while the masculine focus and expression is more external.

The feminine internal nature can be observed in the enormous weight women place on relationships, which by definition are personal and private. Modern psychology confirms this key distinction. The best-selling book, “Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus” by Dr. John Gray, advances the idea that women are more “relationship-based” than men.

This emphasis on the internal has many practical implications. While most of Judaism applies equally to men and women, including the central ideas of celebrating Shabbat and keeping kosher, not all commandments apply in the same way. The Torah’s system of spiritual achievement and happiness applies differently to the two genders.

For example, women, who are more internal—and in a sense private—will usually find their direct connection to G-d most efficiently through private prayer. Therefore Judaism encourages them to express this through regular daily private prayer, although of course they can pray in a synagogue if they prefer. Men are more external (we see evidence of this in the world at large also, in that men are more drawn to be part of a group or team.) This is part of the masculine spiritual makeup and explains why man’s spiritual path is more related to public prayer.

Inner Reasoning

The Torah also describes the process of Eve’s creation using the word vayiven, “G-d built.” This word shares the same Hebrew root as binah, meaning “insight” or understanding. This suggests, as it says in the Talmud, that women were created with an extra dose of wisdom and understanding.

Binah is much greater than “women’s intuition”—it means the ability to enter something and understand it from the inside—what has been called “inner reasoning.”

Men tend to have more of what is called da’at, an understanding which comes from the outside, a type of understanding which tends to be more connected to facts and figures.

Society loses an enormous asset when only one of these intellectual aspects is valued. Just as two eyes make our view of things more accurate, seeing things from the two different male and female perspectives makes our understanding of life more complete.

Note that modern science supports Judaism’s age-old contention that men and women’s minds work differently.

A case in point is research by Ralph Holloway and Christine de Lacoste-Utamsing, Jeanette McGlone, and Doreen Kimura. (See M. Kaufman’s “Feminism and Judaism” for a comprehensive summary.) This research has proven beyond a doubt that men and women’s brains are physically quite different. Not surprisingly, social scientists are looking more and more to physiology as the source of different behaviours and ways of thinking, as well as a determining factor in areas of interest and excellence.

Equal But Different

Gender is a pivotal quality in each person’s identity. Men and women are fully equal but different—and that difference is good. With their own unique talents and natures they can give to one another and help each other along the road of life.

G-d, in His infinite wisdom, created humans as two distinct genders in order to enable them to complement and fulfil each other. Each gender should appreciate and use its special strengths. Since the genders are different, it would be counterproductive to force them to conduct themselves identically—what helps a man won’t necessarily help a woman and vice versa.

King Solomon’s beautiful poem Eishes Chayil, “A Woman of Valor,” describes all the different roles a woman can play, including teacher, businesswoman, mother, wife—but all of them as a woman.

When a person is asked what she does, she often responds by naming her career. But the truth is that we are not merely doctors, engineers, secretaries, educators. We are human beings trying to fulfill our unique potential.

By giving her the tools to grow morally and spiritually while maximizing her unique strengths, the Torah frees a woman to be herself with self-esteem and joy—and no apologies.

Written by Rebbetzin Tzipporah Heller

Posted in: Relationships & Family;  Role of Women in Judaism

Reprinted with permission from simpletoremember.com

Intermarriage: A Jewish Obsession
Ever do a Google search on the word “intermarriage”? Nine of the top ten results are Jewish sites. It’s amazing that although Jews constitute one quarter of one percent of humanity, it seems intermarriage is exclusively a Jewish concern. Whether it’s a new book about intermarriage, an upcoming conference or a resource centre, you can bet that it has to do with Jews marrying Gentiles. Most cultures exert pressure to marry one’s own kind, but for Jews it seems to be an obsession.

This should not be surprising considering that we Jews have lived as a minority in foreign, and often hostile, environments for most of our history. If it weren’t for our steadfast desire to continue our progeny as Jews, we would have disappeared as a people long ago. On the other hand, if you look at today’s intermarriage figures, you’d think we’re anything but obsessed with “Jewish continuity”; in fact, you’d think we’ve abandoned ship.

One in every two North American Jews marries out. So, while intermarriage is a Jewish obsession, most Jews don’t seem to be obsessed about it. I was no different and dated a Chinese woman.

Let’s be honest. Judaism is much more than a religion. Judaism is culture and ethnicity. It is language and geography. It is a collective mind-set forged by a particular set of historical experiences. One can quite easily live one’s entire life as a Jew guided by these influences. But, if one were to strip away these layers, one would discover the core essence of Judaism: our Torah.

While Jewish culture, Jewish languages, Jewish geography, Jewish mind-set have evolved and changed, the Torah has remained unchanged. If there is one factor that is of ultimate value, infinitely profound, and uniquely Jewish, it is the Torah. It is the one ingredient without which Judaism could easily, in a matter of a few generations, become unrecognizably transformed or diluted, and eventually vanish in the sea of competing social norms.

While community leaders of all denominations are battling the intermarriage crisis, statistics show that marrying out is lowest among Orthodox Jews who truly believe the Torah to be the immutable Word of G-d and their decisive guide in life.

Believing that the Torah is of Divine origin has most significant implications for how our daily existence is to be consummated, and for our purpose in life. In the absence of this belief, there is no sustainable argument why one (or one’s children) should not intermarry.

As was my case, many secular Jews who struggle with intermarriage are walking on thin ice. Their motives for marrying Jewish are tenuous, such as family expectations, which often are overridden once “love” is found. Or, it could be a clannish mind-set bordering on racism: “We must not marry Gentiles because they, their culture or religion are different or inferior.” Among often-heard arguments are, “It would kill my parents,” “Because of the Holocaust,” “Because of anti-Semitism.” These reasons are tainted with guilt and prompt the question, Why be Jewish? What is so important about our heritage that we must sacrifice our happiness — refrain from marrying the person we love — for its sake?

All ethnic groups, in trying to curb intermarriage, attempt to instil in their children a greater appreciation of the richness of their heritage. In an increasingly multi-cultural society, this is proving more and more challenging.

For us, such an approach is essential, and we must get to the core. What has preserved our people through the ages is a deep appreciation of Torah combined with an unfaltering conviction that G-d authored it. Now, we just need to get more Jews obsessed about Torah.
Written by Yankl Botwinik. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu. Yaakov Botwinik is the author of Chicken Soup with Chopsticks: A Jew’s Struggle for Truth in an Interfaith Relationship


Judaism and the Art of Espresso Machine Maintenance

About 250 years ago, way before Starbucks reinvented coffee as the drink of the age, my parents bought me a Pavoni espresso machine for my thirtieth birthday.

I have that machine to this day. I love it. It has more chrome on it than a Chevy Impala. The Pavoni is the Harley-Davidson of coffee machines. It’s built to tolerances of about plus or minus half an inch, which makes it incredibly easy to service and repair — just get the parts somewhere near each other and it’ll work. Even if you’re not a grease monkey you could strip the whole thing down and replace all the gaskets in an hour or two. Many times I have thought about replacing this twenty-nine-year-old tank with one of the modern microprocessor-controlled beauties in the store. Mine’s rusting underneath and it leaks a bit. The rubber base is starting to perish, and I’ve lost some of the washers, but it still makes a darn good cup of coffee. (This article is being powered by two of those cups right now.)

Last time I de-scaled it I thought it would have to go because the coffee started to taste bad; then I realized I used the wrong kind of vinegar to clean it out. During the couple of days that its “head was on the block” I went through something that I can only describe as withdrawal symptoms (and not from the coffee — I used instant in the meantime.)

Here was this old warhorse whose guts I knew, which I had managed to repair more than once, about to be replaced by a machine that would be impossible for me to do more than… make coffee. If — and more probably — when it broke, I would have to take it to a repair centre where doubtless they would tell me it would be cheaper to buy a new one.

Repair is a dying art.
The world was made to be fixed.


Many years ago the economic balance between labour and material tipped toward material. Once upon a time, labour was cheap and materials were expensive. Nowadays, even in places like China, labour is comparatively expensive and there are a plethora of new materials — mainly plastics — that are ludicrously cheap. Which basically means: Exit the repairman.

Apart from any nostalgia of which I may be guilty (nostalgia tends to increase in proportion to the number of years over which you have to nostalge), repairing something gives us a sense of achievement that merely producing our credit card fails to do by miles. But I think there’s a deeper reason here as well.

The world was made to be fixed.

In the Aleinu prayer that a Jew says three times a day, we pray to G-d, “to fix the world under the Kingdom of Sha-dai.”We refer to G-d in many ways. For example: Ado-nai — the Tetragramaton — G-d’s four-letter name, which is never pronounced as it is written, Elokim — the name that signifies precise judgment, and El — the name of mercy. In His essence of course, G-d has no ‘Name’. G-d’s names are the way He manifests Himself in His world, how we perceive His interface with the creation. What, then, is the connection between the idea of ‘fixing the world’ and the name Sha-dai?
When G-d created the world, He did not create it as a complete and finished entity. Instead He fashioned a single point (actually a rock that sits of the Temple Mount in Jerusalem) and the rest of the Universe expanded from there. At a certain point He said “Dai!”, which means “Enough!” In other words, the potential for more exists in this world, but G-d intended that the world should be left lacking, incomplete, and that Mankind would have the opportunity and the obligation to bring it to its completion. The world can be — and needs to be — fixed. Thus, in Aleinu we use the name “Sha-dai” when talking about the fixing of the world.

The art of espresso machine maintenance also manifests itself DIY. Why is DIY —Do-it-yourself — so popular? Though prices in a DIY shop are much lower than their pre-built counterparts, factor in your own time and you may well find that it’s more expensive to build something yourself. Of course, it all depends on how much your time is worth. If you’re a corporate lawyer who can charge $500 an hour, building your own greenhouse may be a seriously expensive prospect.

So why would a corporate lawyer prefer to build his own greenhouse?

There resonates within us the hidden knowledge that Mankind was created to bring the world to its perfection; the satisfaction of my hands-on involvement reflects the purpose of the world. Woven into the creation is its yearning to be brought to completion.

The world says to us, “Fix me!”
Judaism has always recognized that Mankind has the ability to build the world or to destroy it.

G-d’s original plan for the world was that there should be one being who would fix the lacking of this world and bring it to perfection; that being was called Adam, Man. Man was born on Friday and the entire history of the world should have been played out in the hours of Friday and finished with the commencement of Shabbat. Had Adam not transgressed the one prohibition that G-d had commanded him, G-d’s purpose in creation would have been fulfilled. Adam would have fixed the world.

As we know, things didn’t quite turn out like that.

By ingesting the forbidden fruit Adam internalized and actualized the latency of evil inherent in the creation when G-d said “Dai”! — “Enough!” By bringing evil into his body Adam made it impossible for the body to ascend to its elevated eternal state without having to suffer death, decay and resurrection. Nevertheless, man was created to fix the world. It’s in our genes; it’s part of our programming.

One of the ways this latent motivation emerges is in the ecology movement. Judaism has always recognized that Mankind has the ability to build the world or to destroy it. In fact, ecology has always been a fundamental part of Jewish thought. However, there exists a deeper side to ecology than is generally understood.

When G-d created the world one of the first things He created was light. “Let there be light!” That light was not the light with which we are familiar, for the sun and the moon did not shine until the third day. It was to another, greater light that the Torah was referring in its opening verses. That light is called the Ohr Hagazuz, “The hidden light.” With the Ohr Haganuz you could “see from one end of the world to the other”, meaning you could see cause and effect; you could see why things happened the way they did, and why they had to happen that way.

The Talmud (Chagiga 12a) explains that the light itself was happy when G-d hid it away so that evil would not benefit from it: “The light of the righteous will be happy”. When holy people use that light, the light itself becomes elevated, and if used by evil, it is damaged and degraded.

When Yaakov was fleeing his brother Eisav, the Torah describes how Yaakov laid his head to rest on some stones. The stones then had what can only be described as an argument over which stone the tzaddik would lay his head on (Talmud Bavli 91b). The stones argued because they understood the tremendous elevation that the physical world experiences when it is used by a holy person in the service of G-d.

Judaism’s concept of ecology is when we do a mitzvah, be it the simplest action, by kindness, by prayer, we elevate not just ourselves but the world’s eco-system as well.

My desire to fix that espresso machine goes deeper than DIY, deeper than saving a buck or three. It is none other than my aspiration to fix the world – masquerading as a cup of coffee.

L’Chaim!
Written by Rabbi Yaakov Asher Sinclair. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu

G-d Like
Dear Rabbi,

I am having trouble with the concept that G-d created Mankind in His image and likeness. Does G-d have an image such that man’s could be compared to it? Can we truly understand G-d in any way such that man could be considered like Him? What’s more, the Hebrew used in the verse for image is “tzelem” which implies form, and that for likeness is “demut” which implies appearance.

Emily
Dear Emily,

By asking these questions you are in good company. Many of the great classical commentators have asked or addressed them as well.

Rashi seems to understand “tzelem” more like you do, namely that it implies more shape or form than image. He therefore translates “tzelem” as mould. However, he addresses your question by explaining that G-d created mankind not literally in His form, but rather in His mould – meaning in the mould He formed for the purpose of fashioning mankind. Regarding likeness, you differ from Rashi in that he explains likeness to mean similar not in appearance but rather in quality — the point of comparison being in intellect and understanding.

Thus Rashi explains the verse to mean that G-d fashioned mankind’s physical form in His “mould” created specially for that purpose, and imparted within people wisdom which made them similar to G-d who has Wisdom.

Rambam, in his “Guide to the Perplexed”, also addresses your “confusion”. He explains that, as you note, and based on verses, G-d cannot be described or quantified in any way, and saying that man was created in G-d’s image, likeness or form in unthinkable. Rather, just as King David in Psalms compared himself to a drifting lone bird of the desert in order to emphasize a specific detail and context of comparison, namely his being alone, deserted and adrift, but not that he could be compared to a bird in any other way, so too the Torah intends to compare man to G-d in specific, limited ways.

Man alone is endowed – like his Creator – with morality, reason and free-will. He can know and love G-d and shares spiritual affinity with Him through his actions and reason. It is in this sense, then, that the Torah describes mankind as having been created in His image and likeness.

Rabbi Chaim Volozhin, in Nefesh Hachaim, refines this approach even further. He argues that the point of comparison is specifically related to the word used there for G-d, namely “Elokim”. As opposed to the four-letter name for G-d (yud, hey, vav, hey) which denotes G-d’s power of Creation, “Elokim” denotes G-d’s power of rule over that Creation. Therefore, when the Torah writes that mankind was created in the likeness of “Elokim”, it means that man alone was endowed with the power to rule over G-d’s creation. This is supported by the fact that the very same verse (Gen. 1:26) states, “They shall rule over the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, and over the animals, the whole earth, and every creeping thing that creeps on the earth”.

If in this way the Nefesh HaChaim explains the specific way in which man was created in G-d’s likeness, it seems from the continuation of the book that the specific way in which he was created in G-d’s form refers not to his physical form, but rather to the form of his soul. The human soul, being part of G-d in this world, actually parallels, and in fact serves as a venue through which G-d’s influence pervades, regulates and rules the world. Mankind is thus G-d-like, according to Rabbi Chaim of Volozhin, in his ability to be a mini-“Elokim”: First in his physical dominion over the world through the venue of his body, but even more importantly in his spiritual dominion over all worlds through the venue of his Divine soul.

Written by Rabbi Yirrmiyahu Ullman. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu
Sources:

· Rashi’s commentary is based on teachings in the Talmud (Chagiga 16a, B.B. 58a,Ketubot 8a, Sanhedrin 38a) and Midrash (B.R. 8:11).

· Sefer Nefesh HaChaim, Part 1, Ch.1

Why Kosher?
Dear Rabbi,

Would you please explain to me the reasons for keeping kosher?
Arthur
Dear Arthur,

First of all, as regarding all mitzvot, we keep kosher because G-d commanded to do so in the Torah. And even though Maimonides writes that one should meditate upon and search for the meaning of mitzvot, he concludes that our performance of them is ultimately not dependent on their reason.

That being said, mitzvoth in general are viewed as venues through which we connect to G-d by fulfilling His will. Thus the term “mitzvah” comes from the Hebrew “tzav” which means command, but it is also related to “tzevet” which means connection. Similarly, The Zohar refers to mitzvot as “itin” in Aramaic, which translates as “eitzot” in Hebrew, or words of advice – i.e., recommendations on how to get close with G-d.

Regarding the meaning of the mitzvah of kosher in particular, several ideas are discussed in our sources.

Initially mankind was intended to be vegetarian (Gen. 1:29). This is because the peaceful nature of plants makes them the food considered most conducive to spirituality, whereas the carnal nature of animals is harmful. Once mankind was permitted meat, G-d desired that people eat the most “plant-like” of animals. Thus, only docile, herbivorous animals and birds are permitted.

Similarly, since the blood is the vivifying force of an animal, the blood of even these peaceful species is forbidden and must be completely removed before eating them (Deut. 12:23). According to the Torah, the animal soul is rooted in the blood (Gen. 9:4), so the consumption of animal blood incorporates animalism into the fibre and fabric of one’s being. The Hebrew word for blood, “dam”, is comprised of “dalet” which equals 4 and the “final mem” which is a closed letter. This implies that consumption of blood boxes one in within temporality.

Others of the kosher laws are directed less at the qualities imparted by the animal to man, and are rather more concerned with imparting good qualities in the person toward the animal.

So ritual slaughter, for example – with its prohibition against inflicting a wound on the living animal, its requirement of an absolutely smooth blade, and its immediate prevention of blood supply to the brain which terminates the animal’s bodily sensation – is intended to be as humane and painless as possible. [Here, it’s important to note that while the nerve response after slaughter might cause the appearance of suffering, the animal does not actually sense pain. A well-known example of this is the phenomenon of a chicken running around with its head cut off. As eerie as this looks, the chicken can’t possibly feel without a head.]

Similarly, the prohibition against meat and milk is also designed to maintain compassion in consumption. For one, this prohibition forbids slaughtering a mother and her calf on the same day, lest one see the demise of the other. And second, if we choose to eat meat, the absence of milk reminds us during the actual act of eating that not only has a life been taken by our consumption, but the lives of offspring have thereby also been prevented.

In fact, given the logistic difficulties of the kosher laws together with the fact that the ideas they engender are hard to stomach, the commentators note that the kosher requirements are actually designed to discourage one from eating meat except in the most urgent of circumstances. Thus, the full spectrum of the kosher laws, which discipline the most urgent of our bodily needs and desires – food consumption – inculcates self-control and restraint which benefits one in all realms of life for one’s entire life.

A last reason for keeping kosher is that the unique Jewish dietary laws ensure Jewish continuity because they enhance one’s sense of Jewish identity, encourage proximity to a Jewish community and, since food is so central to social life, they discourage one from getting too close to those unwilling to keep kosher and rather guarantee that Jews will socialize with and marry within the Tribe.
Written by Rabbi Yirrmiyahu Ullman. Reprinted with permission from Ohr.edu









Poetry

Poems Written by Rabbi Yaakov Asher Sinclair
On the Origin of the Names of the Hebrew Months...
When we came out of Egypt.
Our months had no names.
We counted them. One by One.
Like.
This is the third month from
When we came out of Egypt...

When we came out of Egypt.
When/Ever we remembered
The Numbers of our months,
The memory of the Great Miracle
Welled up in our hearts -
Of our redemption.
From the House of Slaves...

When we came out of Babylon.
We called Nissan and Iyar
The Names of our months.
Persian names.
Made in Babylon.
The Names of our months
To remember our second redemption.
Just as,
through the Numbers,
we had remembered
the first...

Source: Ramban, Exodus 12:2;

Soul Music
Beneath the articulate
There is a sound
of the heart crying
Like a baby
The primal wailing of the soul
longing for its home.
When all the words have failed us
When there is nothing left to say
Will You listen to the message of our hearts?
sounding
sounding
Tekiah Teruah Shevarim...

Death and the Maiden

There were times
when you said
You could hear the
Wheels of the World
Turning,
Yearning,
For an un-clouding sky;
A moment's eternity
Stilled into modesty
Broken only
By
Death and the Maiden.

Reflections

He caught himself red-handed
In the mirror.
With an empty bottle in one hand
And an empty heart in the other.

He had gazed too much, too long, too far
And was lost in an endless feedback
Of reflections, howling round.

On a shore in distant world
Where all the broken images
Finally are washed up,
With loving hands,
she is silently
mending mirrors
and turning them into glass.
The Unquiet Soul

You said you don't believe
in a world to come,
that we ended like so much meat.
"Prove it to me." you said to me.
"Prove that you're my brother" I replied.
Inside, that same knowing heart
that shares our flesh
wipes the sleep from its eyes
and stirs.
Unquiet is the soul.

The Blue Beyond
Somewhere
An endless summer afternoon
Wind caresses wheat.
Row upon row
Whisper to each other
The confiding hush of high summer
Sometimes
I can lift my eyes to pierce
An inscrutable sky
And see beyond the blue.
To the blue beyond
Standing in Silence
The silence of someone
standing in silence
is not as loud
as two
is not as loud as
six
million
(silences)
The Heart of Silence

There is no silence in the heart
of silence
No waves that sail
No clouds dissolving
No idea as wide as the sky blue
Just the faithful constancy
of Is.
A Final Journey

Wrapped in the garment
With which he daily greeted his Maker,
He begins his final journey.
Leaving behind the crackling leaves
of an underfoot Autumn-world,
The bitter-sweet adieu-view
of a world receding.
The garment that once he wore
Now is wearing him
On this his last journey,
Born, like an eternal scroll of loving life
To the gateway.
The Scales of Justice

An earthrise underglobe
Tilts,
Swaying the axis in excruciating
Slow-motion
From side to side
And finally - so finally
Aligns.
All the world is quiet now
Waiting for the word.
It is coming,
Unleashed like an arrow
Across the light-years.
In which cup will it land
In the Scales Of Justice?

View from the Booth

Eyes,
looking upward
The sky,
wheeling above my head
Stars,
winking through fronds of palm 
The wind
rustling the night-time silence.
Tomorrow - with the dawn
Tomorrow - they will be together
Tomorrow.
The four corners of the world
will be One.
Lulav. Etrog. Hadass. Arava.

Dawn at The Wall
He was standing behind our Wall,
Watching through the windows,
Peeking through the lattices.

Have you ever stood at the dawnsbreak
In front of the Holy Place?
When, at that very moment, the Sun peeks
Over the lattice of the horizon,
And a cacophony of voices whisper in silence
"Ga-al...(Yisrael)"

The Redeemer of Israel stands
behind the Wall of the World,
Peeking through the cracks
filled with moss and lichen,
The birds wheel overhead,
Speaking the language of redemption.

He has not moved from this Wall
for two thousand years.
He will never leave here
He will never leave us.
SOURCES:

· Song of Songs

· Midrash Rabba

A Window to the World

all poems
are about the same thing,
all dreams
are the same dream,
all photographs
are identical;
all open the window
to the part of the heart
that knows its own reflection.

These poems originally appeared in Seasons Of The Moon for Elul 5758.

Biography of Rabbi Yaakov Asher Sinclair
Rabbi Yaakov Asher Sinclair grew up in Hampstead Garden Suburb, went to Clifton College in Bristol, and read Drama and English at Bristol University. His parents may be remembered by some of the community as members of our shul.

Through his teens and early twenties, he was a keen photographer and was published on the cover of the British Journal of Photography.

In 1972 he opened the first twenty-four track recording studio in Europe - SARM Studios in London’s East End - where Queen mixed the gargantuan “Bohemian Rhapsody.” A year later, he published the music from “The Rocky Horror Picture Show” and started to work as a record producer, co-producing in 1976 the quadruple-platinum debut album by Foreigner which scored two Billboard top ten hits, “Feels like the First Time” and “Cold as Ice.”
In his late thirties, he went to Jerusalem to immerse himself in learning Torah. After 10 years in at Ohr Somayach/Tanenbaum College and the Mir Yeshiva, he was appointed as a lecturer in Talmud and Jewish Philosophy at Ohr Somayach.

He started writing essays on the Jewish calendar for the Ohr Somayach website under the heading Seasons of the Moon, taking up the camera again to illustrate his writing. Eventually some dozen years later and through much iteration, this project became his first book of fine art photographs, the unique and critically acclaimed Seasons of the Moon (www.seasonsofthemoon.com) published in 2010.

Two years later he published a highly original book on the weekly sedra, "The Color of Heaven. (http://www.brandnamepublishing.com/?page_id=525)
Nowadays, apart from his teaching duties, he is much in demand as a speaker in Israel, Great Britain, and the USA.

Rabbi Sinclair lives with his family in Jerusalem.
� In this context, it would be intellectually dishonest to ignore the High Holiday liturgy that expresses our uniqueness as a nation and our longing for the restoration of Jewish glory. In Judaism, embracing humanity and maintaining Jewish exclusivity is not a contradiction at all. 
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