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FORWARD 

Purpose and Approach 

During the course of a year , most Reform Jews read only one book 

of Jewish thought frtJJll cover to cover. This book is the High Holiday 

mahzor. For a significant number of Reform Jewish adults , the High 

Holiday prayerbook is more than a handbook fo r prayer. It is the only 

serious , sustained and repeated contact that they have with statements 

concerning the nature of Jewish iden tity and belief. 

Thi~ paper builds on the singularity of the mahzor in Refor m 

Jewish experience by pr oposing to use Gates of Repentance as a text 

fo r a five session adult course on Jewish identity. 

Why Gates of Repentance? 

Gates £!.. Repentance is a part icula r ly appropriate starting point 

for a course on Jewish identity. LiKe any of our prayerbooks, Gates 

of Repentance 1 .. a distillation and definition of w:1at Jews believe. 

In Man's Search fo r God, Abraham Joshua Heschel asks, "What is our 

liturgy as a whole trying to express, if not the basic r eali ties and 

at ti tudes of Jewish laith? 'l'he liturgy," says Heschel, " is our c r eed 

in t he form of a sp~ritual pilgrimage . ,,l 

Litur gy can in fact be a ver y power ful representation of th~ be­

liefs that shape Jewish identity. One of its sour ces of power is the 

fact that liturgy is designed to be a shared experi ence . Words are 

composed to be r ead or sung in unison. People participate actively, 
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rising and sitting toge ther, their group attention directed at the 

pageant r y on the bimah. One's reading with the group becomes a kind 

of tacit assent , the message supported by the flow of surrounding 

voices. In addition, prayer concepts and prayer vocabulary, 

r hythmically and poetically phrased, have high affect and long staying 

power. Prayer vocabulary , repeated over the years, eventually becomes 

a verbal shorthand for articulating complex religious ideas.
2 

The second source of liturgy ' s power is its uniqueness in a Jew ' s 

experience. While there are countless expositions of Judaism by 

theologians and historians, there is only one prayerbook used at a 

time in any synagogue . To the worshipper, the prayerbook is the book 

through which institutionalized Judaism addresses the individual, and 

through which the individual addresses God. The pr ayerbook is there­

fo r e official . 3 Its truths represent a distillation of the message of 

Judaism throu~1 the lense of that book ' s institutional auspices. For 

these reasons, an> prayerbook, regularly used, strongly influences the 

way in which individuals articulate their Jewish identity . 

While either Gates £!. Prayer or Gates of Rerentance might be 

studied to see how this idt. tity shaping is done for Reform Jews, 

Gates of Repentance of f ers certain distinc t advantages. First of all . 

while Gates 2.f. Prayer is read mor e of ten, Gates .2.f. Repentance is read 

by more people. The book's wider audience makes it worthy of special 

attention. Not everyone who attends Adult Education courses is part 

of the regular Friday night cor.gr el?ation, but almost ever y self­

identifying Jew goes to Hi~h Holiday services. For some members of 

the class, the mahzor may be their only prayerbook. 

2 
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In addition , Gates of Repentance is more manageable as a course 

text. It is shorter and structurally less complicated. While ~ 

Ef Prayer offers ten Fr iday n ight services, Gat es Ef Repentance has 

only two options for the evening and morning services of Rosh Hashanah, 

and only one service fo r each facet of the Yorn Kippur schedule. While 

Gates Ef Prayer has services written from a variety of points of view 

along the liberal spectrum, Ga t es of Repentance can be per ceived as a 

more cohesive whole. Its services are longer than those of Gates of 

Prayer, and recurr ing themes a r e treated in dep t h. Ther efor e, Gates 

of Repentance is both appropriate and manageable as a text for study. 

Gates Ef Repentance is also a book about how it feels to be 

Jewish in the twentieth century . If worshippers were able to retain 

the messages they received from Gates Ef Repentance during all Hi gh 

Holiday services , a nd if t hey had the time to analyse these messages, 

they would have the answer s to many questions crucial to their under­

standing of what Judaism i s and how it relates to their own lives. How 

for instance, does Judaism, through the prism of Gates of Repentance, 

speak of God, of human life , and of the community of Israel ? How does 

Judai• ~ define the good in life for contemporary individuals and for 

the modern world? According to Judaism, what is the nature of evil, of 

free will and of human f railty , and how can people who feel they have 

erred regain their sense of balance and well-being? W'.1at is the people 

Israel's sacred story? How does Israel view its destiny as~ people, 

and how do individual Jews figure in Israel ' s relationship to God? 

Ideally , worshippers might examine the liturgy 's answers :o all of 

these questions, and integrate those answers, where possible, into 

their own private systems of belief. 

3 



Why Formal Study? 

However, it is very difficult to assemble a complete and coherent 

view of the High Holiday liturgy while attending services . \.lhile 

certain parts of this liturgy, repeated over the years, do have a 

lasting impact , the service as a whole does not make a consistent 

claim on the worshipper ' s attention. 

People do not come to High Holiday services expecting or wanting 

to synthesize and retain infor mation from the prayerbook. Instead, 

and among other things, High Holiday services are occasions for family 

and community reunion. The meeting and greeting of friencis and the 

re-es tablishment of interpersonal t ies form a major agenda for the 

holiday season . The larger than usual attendance distracts those in 

the habit of praying, both because of the loss of more intime:tte space 

and group size, and because of the f requent interruptions in the 

service as people leave and enter the sanctuary. Various appeals 

punc tuate the services, and the sermons make heavy claims on the 

worshipper's attention and retention . After a service, people are 

more apt to discuss the sermon than the worship service. 

Even if people were to come to tlte mabzor in search of clarifying 

statements about Judaism, the book's message is complex. The mahzor's 

poetry, its conviction, and the sublime range of its concerns far 

exceed our normal use of language or habits of thought. Heschel ex-

pre.;ses this problem with gr eat feeling: 

The trouble with the prayerbook is: it is too great ~or 

us, it is too lofty. Since we have failed to introduce 
our minds to its grea tness, our souls are often lost in 
its sublime wilderness . The liturgy has become a 
foreign language even to those of us who know Hebrew. 

4 



It is not enough to know t he vocabulary; what is 
necessary is to understand the categories, the way 
of thinking of the liturgy. 4 

Heschel goes on to raise an imposing challenge fo r Jewish 

educators: 

Our prayerbook is going to remain obscure unless 
Jewish teachers will realize that one of their fore­
most tasks is to discover, to explain and to interpret 
the ~ords of the prayerbook.5 

This paper will take up Heschel's challenge: an adult course 

on ~ates of Repentance is needed. The aims of such a course should be 

first to help adults use the categories of liturgical thought developed 

in the High Holiday services as a framework for organizing their 

perceptions of Judaism, and then to give adults opportunities to 

determine how deeply they actually identify with these perceptions. 

Organization 

The analysis of Gates of Repen tance as an expression of Reform 

Jewish identity a ppears as Chapter Ill of this paper, supported by two 

preliminary chap:ers . Chapter I presents a s tudy of the traditional 

High Holiday liturgy. 6 Because Gates £f_ Repentance cannot be fully 

understood as an isolated phenomenon, the investigation o f High Hol iday 

liturgy begins with the traditional mahzor. From Siddur Rav Amr~m to 

the inception of the Reform movement, prayerbooks changed little except 

to admit additions. The legitimacy of Ga t es of Repentance as a J ewish 

s 

prayerbook depends on its maintenance of continuity ...,i th this tradition. 

In his introduction to Gates of Repentance, editor Chaim Stern ac-

knowledges the book's debt "most to the traditional !'-1ahzor , the pattern 

upon which all modern liturgies for the Days of Awe are fashioned. '' 7 
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Thi~ paper ' s examination of the traditional mahzor is shaped by 

a heuristic mode l particularly suited t o the study of liturgy. This 

model is drama . A brief introduction t o Chapte r I explains and justifies 

the applicat ion of the dramatic or theatrical model to liturgy . The 

mahzor ' s content is then organized and ana l ysed within five basic rubrics 

derived from the model: God and I srael (as two main characters in the 

drama ) the audience, the plot and the s ubplot. This pattern of orga~­

ization, established in Chapter 1, is crucial to the development of the 

course of study proposed in Chapt er V, which allocates its five class 

sessions according to these same rubrics. 

Chapter II examines the cr eed and the curr ent prior ities of the 

Reform Jewish communi t y as these are de f i ned by a single document , the 

Centenar y Perspective, published by the CCAR in 1975. After a s ummar y 

of the background and history of t his document, the chap t e r outlines 

the basic themes of contemporary concern that have influenced the 

creation of a revised Reform liturgy. 

In Chapter III, rhese two strands of investigation, the themes of 

traditional liturgy and the ove1riding conce r ns of 20th century Jewr y 

are brought together in a sys tematic investigation of Gates .2.f 

Repentance. Using the rubrics established i n Chapter I for the 

examinat ion of traditional liturgy , this chapter shows how Gates of 

Repen t ance ei t her altered o r reinforced tradi t ional liturgy's treatment 

of God , Israel, the High Holiday congr ega tion (audience) and the Plot 

and Subplot . 

Because no body of inforn.ation, no ma tte r how well understood or 

or ganized, can be communicated to students unless the curr icular plan 

and teacher's approach are appropriate for the age level a nd needs of 



the students, Chap~er IV provides a comprehensive description of the 

characteristics and needs of adult students, as well as one possible 

model for adult education . In accordance with the recommendations in 

Chapter IV. Chapter V presents in full detail a five session course 

of s tud y designed to meet the general goals stated above: " fi rst, to 

help adults use the categories of liturgical thought developed in the 

High Holiday servi ces as a f ramework fo r o r ganizing their perceptions 

of Judaism, and then to give adults opportunities to determine how 

deeply they actually identify with these pe rceptions.'' 

7 



Notes 

1. Abraham Joshua Heschel, Man's Quest fo r God (New York : Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1954), p. 82; see also Lawrence Hoffman, Gates 
of Under standing (New York: UAHC, 1977), p. 133. 

2. Compare Hoffman, p. 146. 

3. Compare Hoffman, p . 133. 

4. Heschel , p. 82 . 

5 . Ibid. 

6. The text used is Philip Birnbaum, High Holy Day Prayer Book 
(New York: Hebrew Publishing Co ., 1951). 
Subsequent citations to this volume will appear in the text, 
enclosed in parenthesis. The page numbers in these citations 
will be preceded by the lette r B, i.e. (B240). 

7. Chaim Stern, ed., "Introduction ," Gates~ Repentance (New York : 
CCAR, 1978), x. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE TRADITIONAL MAHZOR 

The Need for a Heuristic Model 

In approaching the traditional mahzor, this paper heeds Heschel's 

advice: the essential task for teachers of liturgy is to "understand 

the categories, the way of thinking of the liturgy." 

Categories , of course, vary according to the discipline of the 

student. A historian looking at the prayerbook might slot the prayers 

according to a~thor, place and date of composition. A literary scholar 

might hunt out examples of the liturgy's debt to other works like the 

Talmud and Midrash, or might categorize prayers according to their 

9 

poetic for ms. An anthropologist might view the printed text as an 

adjunct of ritual , and might ther efore examine prayers only in the 

context of the ritual actions they accompany (standing or s itting with 

closed or open ark, shofar blowing, commemorating the dead, confessional). 

This ~ J per adopts a point of view Jess spe~ialized than any of 

these. The questions implied here are: if wors hippers could read the 

mahzor all at one sitting in a situation ideal fo r concentration and 

reflection, how might they perceive the High Holiday liturgy? Given 

the cumulative impac t of r epeated i.mages, what overall impression 

would a worshipper form about this liturgy's themes and mess~ge? 

To asnwer these questions, this paper takes the mahzor' s imagery 

seriously . As the worshippe r continually confronts the idea that Goa 

is "King," the paper addresses the concept of "Kingship" directly, 
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without immediately translating that term into the more abstract notion 

of "authority." Similarly, God is discussed as "Father" and as "Judge." 

Thus, the paper tries to discover and deal with the liturgy's own 

categories and catch-words. 

Because the mahzor is so complex and the categories of images and 

ideas contained therein so numerous, it is helpful for a teacher or 

student to be able to study this material in terms of an organizing 

metaphor. Two factors have suggested the selection of a dramatic or 

theatrical experience as a metaphor for a religious service. First, 

the structure of a formal worship service (contrasted with an informal 

personal worship experience) is similar to that of a dramatic per­

formance. Both theater and worship take place in spaces that differ­

ent i ate between audienc~ and performers, and both experiences result 

from the dynamic interaction of text, props, costume, performers, 

audience and choreography. Secondly, the mahzor, when read as a whole, 

does tell a story. In fact, it tells t wo s tories . The metaphor of a 

drama' s plol and subplot makes it possible for one to formulate thi s 

deeply sensed mahzor "story." 

The Mahzor as Sacred Theater 

Des pite the stn!-:tural similarities, it isn't easy at first for 

the casual observer to see the High Holidays as theater. Visible on­

stage action is scant, repetitive and divor ced from the real action of 

the plot. Intermissio~s be tween ac t s are long, some lasting overnight, 

and one extending for ten days. 



Yet the theater metaphor works well as an overall organizing 

principle for sorting out the themes of the High Holiday services. 

The play, as will be demonstrated in detail in pages 14-73 of this 

chapter, is a kind nf courtroom drama with two main characters; God 

and Israel. The plot brings Israel, as a people and as an assemblage 

of individuals, before the bar of justice. As the defendants confess 

their failings and plead for forgiveness and salvation, a subplot 

emerges: the account of a long-standing close relationship between 

the defendants and the Judge . Will Israel's remorse and pleading 

s11ffice? Will the Judge remember that this is a special case? The 

last act is suspenseful until the final few minutes. Then special 

sound effects signal the verdict, and the tension is broken. The 

spectators file out into the invigorating autumn air. Some, who have 

attended all the acts and unde rstood all their lines, will have ex­

perienced the strong sense of release, rene,1al and wholeness that is 

associated with dramatic catharsis . 

The model of a courtroom drama is only an anaJ ogy, but it is 

potent and not unprecedented. The stage, the place of worship, and 

the courtroom hav long been used as metaphors for each other, for all 

three institutions spring from a common g round of faith . 

11 

First, they alJ depend on the belie f in the existence of ultimate 

truth . however unknowable from the limited perspective of individual 

human beings . As the exposition progresses, and the masks fall, the 

audience glimpses the underlying reality: Oedipus discovers the truth 

of his life. The jury sorts out the testimony uncovered by the defender 

and pros~cutor. The worshipper is humbled and exalted by the insight 

that ra tionalizations and half-truths fall before the Eternal. 



Secondly , theater, wors hip and jurisprudence require the faith 

chat life can be ordered , and that our mental constructs of logic and 

sequence are valid bases for action. Dramas have a beginning, a 

deve lopment, and an end. Cause precedes effect. Memory follows 

incident. Prayerbooks present wor ship as an ordered and structured 

activity Their contents affi rm the o rder in che world around us. 

In The Trial, Franz Kafka let the world see what j ud icial procedure 

would be like if it were conduc t ed without conunonly accepted orde r. 

The result is a prototype for ni hi lis m and madness. 

12 

Finally, trials, t heat e r and worship all assert that humanity is 

vitally i n ter connected, and that the bonds between human beings are 

worth exploring and main tai ning. Disr uption and disharmony may provide 

the plot for a drama or the occasion fo r a trial , but in the end, 

" justice mus t be done" and s t ability r estored . In the sanctuary, we 

pr ay constantly for shalom, or she l emuL , the ideal state of human and 

cosmic interrela tedness. Our worship is couununal, affirming by its 

very form the societal bond. 

Beyond these underlyi~g assurrptions held in conunon , theater, 

sanc tua ry an, courtroom depend on the comprehensinn and manipulat ion 

of symbols. For t he acLion in any of these places to be meaningful, 

it must evoke a larger and more complex world than can ac t ually be 

compr essed into a ~tage , a courtroom or a two hour worship service. 

A few soldier s crossing a s tage r epresent a n army. Twelve people in 

a jury box represent society , while prosecutor, advocate and judge 

epitomize interlocking dynamic principl es of law , individual rights 

and society ' s inter es ts . Single items in a sanc tuary , such as a 

prayer, a shoiar, o r a kiddush cup, evoke histor y , culture, and theology. 
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Moreover, the language of all three places is charged, compressed, 

artful and structured according to s pecific rules . In a courtroom, 

testimony in r esponse to an improperly phrased question is inadmissable 

as evidence. In a theater, the vagueness, silences and meanderings of 

everyday conversation would elicit cat calls. I n a sanctuary , the 

right combination of words is considered to be so important that every 

participant holds a copy of the script. 

The one element of the theater analogy that does not parallel the 

worship experience is the profound difference between an audience and 

a congregation. An audience gathers for one occas ion and is bound by 

sharing a single experience. Members of a congregation have a long 

term bond, come together regularly, and think of their conunitment to 

the group as part of their identity. 

Because the High Holiday audience is a congregation, it does some­

thing that few audiences are called upon t o do. It transcends con­

ventional audience/actor/character dis tinc tions. The High Holiday 

congregation must be seen as functioning on several levels simulta­

neously. They are an audience, watching a d r amat i c action that takes 

place outside of ':hemselves on the bimah and in the t ext of the 

liturgy. They are actors, reading the lines of a script, and inhabiting , 

if only for a time, r oles that are different from their everyday 

consciousness. Finally, they are the main dramatic cha racters, being 

at times collectively the people I srael, and at other times simply a 

group of individuals, each of whom must find redemption through 

teshuvah . The drama unfolds, therefo r e , not at an es the tic distance, 

but in Lhe audience's living experience. 



So deeply tangled is the audience- participant relationship that 

tl1e theater analogy might not spring immediately to a worshipper ' s 

mind. Yet the model is sufficiently acceptable to the general Jewish 

public to have been used in a lead a r ticle for a popular Jewish 

magazine. The first sentence of this article r eads as follows: 

"The liturgy of the Jewish High Holy Days is probably the longest 

running drama in history; it's been packing the house every year 

for twenty centuries. 111 

Analysis of the Traditional ~~hzor Via the Rubrics of the Model 

Overview 

14 

Three aspects of drama, character, plot and audience , lend them­

selves as organizing rubrics for an analysis of the High Holiday litur gy. 

Thi~ section of Chapt er I will first present a detailed descrip­

tion of each of the main characters, God and Israel. The character of 

God is a composite of complementary and conflicting attributes. The 

charac t er of Israel functions on two levels of meaning. On one level, 

Israel represents all humanity, composed of dust but possessing the 

capacity for ennoblement . On another l evel, Israel is a definitive 

connnunity with a particular historical destiny. Following the character 

descr1ptions, an attempt is made to establish the characters' relation­

ship. As with any pie~e of theater, one needs to ask why these 

particular characters are in tension with one another. 

The chapter w-ill then outline the drama's plot and subplot. 

The plot is the annual process of God ' s judgment of Israel, which 

coincides with the time of the world's rebirth and renewal. Sins 
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are confessed. In petitionary prayers, the repentance of the congre­

gation is laid before the Judge. Ultimately some inne r balance is 

reestabl ished, and the futu r e is r eopened . The subplot takes up the 

theme of Ramembrance . The sacred histor y of the God- Isr ael relation­

s hip is outlined. The stor y cul minates in a vision of f uture r edemption 

from Exile , and universal gathering in Jerusalem in a Messianic future. 

The chapter then deals with the shofar, t he unique sound effect of the 

High Holiday drama. Finally, the chapter discusses the passive a nd 

active spectator and participant r oles of the audience. 

God as a Main Character in the High Holiday Drama 

God as a Character: In the script of the High Holy Day services, 

God has not one line of dialogue. Yet God ' s active and contributing 

presence as a main character in the drama can be felt at all times. 

It is God who hears and evaluates Israel's prayers. It is God who 

waits longingly fo r Isr ael' s true teshuvah. God functions not just 

passively as an objective standar d against which worshippers measure 

the a!.lequacy of their own behavi0r, but actively as an add'Cessed and 

responding ,>ersonali ty. 

In liturgy, God is addressed by many names which enumerate God's 

componen t attributes. In using these names, the r abbis did not intend 

to qualify God ' s unchanging, indivisible and eternal Oneness. The 

feeling that God is manifesc differently at different times is simply 

a function of human limitations of comprehension and Janguage. Using 

many names for God, our liturgy is not dealing with God ' s essence, 

which i s beyond language , but is attempting to express the many ways 

in which Israel stands in relation to God, or in which a perception of 
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God touches human life. Examining the traditional liturgy, one finds 

God presented as Cr eator, as King and Father, as Giver of Light and 

Torah, as Judge , as the Sponsor of History, and as Shome 1 a Tefilah, 

the Responder to Prayer. In the paragraphs below, each of these 

categor ies is explored to discover how the liturgy pictures God as 

an active part icipant in the High Holiday drama. 

God as Creator: The most awe-inspiring quality o( God's dramatis 

per sona--and the quality that establishes the authority for all the 

other roles that God plays--is the fact that God is the Creator. 

The images most often used in the traditional mahzor to depict 

God as Creator are t he cosmic events of the first four days of crea t ion, 

particularly the sepa ra t ion of l ight from dar k and water from dr y land. 

It is important to note that the traditional liturgy does not elabor ate 

on God ' s creating a mulitplicity of things. There is no sense in these 

prayers of a wondrous world of natu~e filled with oddities and marvels. 

Rather, the creative acts to which the l i turgy r efers represent the 

establishment o( a binary system of categories through which the wor ld 

could be known : dark/light, arove/below , day/night, time/infinity , 

liquid/sc. ld , chaos /control. 

In all of the creation images in the liturgy, God functions as a 

force for contr ol and light, prevailing over turbulence, emptiness and 

darkness . R. Simeon ben Ts~ac ben Abu.n ' s ke rovah, melech e lyon, 

pictures God quelling the uncontrollable energies of ocean and storm: 

Pure in his heavens , wondr ous mid his angels. 
There ' s none to compar e to him to do like him, 
Who set the sand as a bound for the r aging sea. 
He shall reign fo r ever and ever. 
He gathers the waters of the sea, stills the ~aves 
Stirs up tempests threatening the entir e world, 
Calms them by force till they abate and are gone . (B254 ) 



The amit~ koach of Rabbi Meshullam ben Kalonymus, read during the Yorn 

Kippur musaf, begins with a similar depiction of creation as the es-

tablishment of order amidst the chaos of water: 

Thou art strong and powerful: who can perform 
mighty acts like thine? Thou didst build lofty 
chambers above cold waters, and set the world 
over empty space. When deep black darkness 
enveloped the world, thou didst brighten it 
with morning light. Thou didst divide the 
rampant waters by an awe-inspiring crystal­
like sky, and gather them into the deep, so 
that they should not cover the world again. 
(B812) 

Yet despite the impression of oven.ihelming force implicit in 

these images, the actual moment of creation is ifll8gined with re-

straint. There is no struggle portrayed between opposing powers, and 

no suggestion of divine pyrotechnics. The anonymous kerovah, Atah Hu 

17 

Elohenu, one of the oldest elements in synagogue poetry, is exquisitely 

t e rse: 

He spoke and the world began. 
He commanded and all was formed. (B217) 

This was the first form of creation , the creation bereshit. 

However, the liturgy als o ce lebrates another form of creation, the 

c reation L~chol yom: God maintains the world hy ever renewing life. 

The twin prayers of the daily liturgy, yotser or and maariv aravim, 

carry the message of continuous creation as they embrace the span of 

the day with their parentheses of praise. The gevurot blessing of the 

Amidah carries the same message: the persistence and renewal of life 

2 in nature is a manifestation of God ' s gevurot, or extraordinary powe rs . 

The bir chot ha shachar blessings, also recited daily, express thanks-

giving for God's daily blessing of life with continuity. The 



individual, " upon r ising, expresses gratitude for the r enewal of his 

mental and physical capaci t ies. 113 

Thus, not onl y the existence of the world, but also our minute 

by minute continuity of being belong to God . "S t anding before t he 

creator God, t he J ew recognizes his dependence upon Him for life and 

4 all its bl essings. " 

As sole crea t or and sustainer of l ife . 

God has the power t o do in His world whateve r He wills, 
and He has the right of the creatoc to deal as He wills 
with His creatur es. But not hi ng is more firml y es­
tablished in the Jewish t hought of God than that He 
does not use this power willfully like some almighty 
tyrant, but with wisdom and justice fo r a supremely 
good end.5 
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For this reason, God's creative aspect is not exclusively concer ned with 

manipulation of the cosmos: God, the Creator , always has an e t hical 

dimension. In imr u l'Elohim, in t he r eader' s repetition of the Amidah 

of Yom Kippur, Rabbi Meshullam ben Kalooymos couples an eY.alted vision 

oi the remote Creat or with a portr ait of a caring Protector imbued with 

purpose: 

Say of God ... 
. H~ has spread out the ear th over the waters 
.h measured out the dust of the earth 
.His throne is a blaze of flames 
.His ser vants are flashing fi r e 
.He knows what is in mysterious darkness , 
. He has established his throne for justice 
.He sustains the heavenly and the earthly worlds 
. He lis t ens to the needy, he is attentive to all 
appeals for help . {8645) 

Another expression of this link be tween God ' s creative power and God ' s 

ethical intent occurs in the selicha poem, shomea tefilah: 

Thy throne rests on equity and justice; love and 
truth serve thee. Let us take sweet counsel together; 
let us walk in fellowship to the house of God . 



His is the sea, for he made it; his hands formed the 
drv land. In t hy hand is the soul of every living 
being, and t he whole life of man. (BS26) 

In sum, God as Cr ea t or is much more than mer ely the Maker of the 

world. God is like an a r tist who designs and shapes a wo r k of art . 

Caring for and maintaining it, God car ries or guides the work to its 

ult i mate destination: even as the critics carp a nd r age a t its flaws, 

God proclaims that the wor k has meaning. 

God as Giver of Light : The imagery of light, connected initially 

with God the Creator, permeates the ent ire drama as a recurring theme. 

Light, especially in the yot z rot addit ions to the mor ning services, 

links the theme of Creation with the idea of God ' s good pur pose. 

Light was God's first creation. and is used as a symbol for the 
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entire c r eative sequence . The yotser or pr ayer praises God "Who formest 

light and createst darkness, Who makest peace and createst all things . " 

(8171) The yotser or is followed immediately by E.!. olam, a fragment 

of a piyyut possibly by Yose ben Yosc , one of the earliest Palestinian 

6 poets (ca Sch century). The text of this verse , in Birnbaum's trans-

lat ion , r eads : 

In God ' s lift treasur e there ' s light eternal , 
He spoke, and out of darkness there was light. (Bl72) 

Max Arzt emends the Hebre~ of the verse , and t r anslates the resulting 

prayer as follows: 

The everlas t ing light, the sou rce of life 
Commanded the lights to emerge out of darkness 
And so it came to pass. (Arzt , 49-50) 

Either t r anslation associates light with God ' s own ener gy and life 

essence. 

But the term E.!. olam is also an allusion to the or ganuz, the 

light c reated on the first day of creation, which, unneeded after the 
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creation of the actual celestial bodies on the fourth day , was stored 

7 for the righteous in the world to come. Thus from the first moment 

of creation, the purposed end was planned: the initial light of 

creation is destined to illuminate a vision of righteousness to come. 

The identification of l ight with God's purpose is furthe r ex-

panded in the prayer sim shalom, in which God ' s own light is equated 

with the moral and intellectual illumination given to Israel i n the 

fonn of Torah: 

Bless us all alike, our Father. with the light of 
thy countenance; indeed by the light of thy countenanct 
thou hast given us, Lord our God , a Torah of life , 
loving kindness , chari ty, blessing, mercy , life 
and peace. . . (8269) 

Light can also f unct ion as inner illumination conducive to 

8 righteousness. This mor al ligh t that occurs only as we s truggle out 

of our own darkness of spirit, permeates the Yem Kippu r votser poem, 

!!!. bay om kippu r: 

Make the light of forgiveness sweet for me 
Answer thou this time and say 'I forgive. ' 
Lighten our eyes and pass transgression by, 
... Guide us with thy light, let us not be shamed. 
We pour out our hearts of s t one like water: 
Searcher of hearts, bring fotth the morning light, 
Cleanse us . lat we be pure this day of pa rdon; 
Hearken and forgive and say, 'l fo r give.' (8586-590) 

The yo t ser ~ prayer itself for Yom Kippur morning is transf~nned into 

a prayer for inner illumination by the sp~cial insertion of 

who dost open the gates of mercy for us 
and give light to t-he eyes of those who 
wait for thy pardon . (8584) 

In the penultimate line to the yotser, the light/purpose ima~~ 

attains its most emphatic form, as the light of God's intimate concern 

for human beings becomes the light of hope for r edemption: 



0 cause a new light to s hine upon Zion 
And may we all be worthy soon to enjoy 
its brightness. (Bl94) 

Light is thus the beginning of creation and its destination. 

It is also the symbol of God's daily renewal of life, the image of 

God ' s energy and presence , the model for inner clarity of insight , 

and the metaphor for Torah ' s instruction . 

God as the Ideal King: God is King for a scat tered people who 

have seen earthly kings and kingdoms come and go. Israel has had 

extensive and bruising experience with kings, even as it kno~s ex-

perientially a king's power to stave off disaster. The overwhelming 

emphasis on God 's kingship in the liturgy is thus as much a political 

statement as it is an attempt to make a sta tement through metaphor 

about God ' s status and power. No matter what government rules Israel 

at the moment, Israel has only one King . 

While other ancient near eastern peoples regarded their kings as 

gods , Israel always rejected the deification of mortal kings. Instead, 

from the creation of the Pentateuch on , I s rael has used the image of 

the king as a mask or persona for God, so that God, the Ineffable, 

could be conceiv i and imagined by human beings. Using thi s imagery, 

many Torah passages as well as additional citations fro~ Prophe t s and 

Psalms have been taken i nto the liturgy. Augmented by prayers and 
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piyyutim composed over many centuries, these passages create a composite 

portrait that could never be matched by any earthly king bound by t he 

strictures of realpolitik . Thus, in its liturgy, Israel, living as 

best it could in an inhospitable world, gave its whol~hearted all~giance 

to the vne King worth worshippi ng, and pr ayed fo r a Kingdom that the 

world did not yet deserve. 



The malchuyot, one of the th ree major theme-setting por tions of 

the Rosh liashanah musaf service. begins with the Alenu. Israel's 

part icularistic oath of allegiance to the Crea t or . their king : 

We bend the knee and bow and acknowl edge before the 
Supr~me King of Kings. the Holy One, blessed be Re. 
that it is Re who s tre t ched fo r th the heavens and 
founded the earth. His seat of glory is in the 
heavens above; His abode of majesty is i n the lofty 
heights. (B334) 

Hamelech, culmination of the Pesuke de zimra of the Rosh Hashanah 

Shaharit service, and the very poinL where the cantor assumes control 

of the service, paints a picture of God enthroned and worshipped by 

the entire house of Israel: 

0 KING 
Thou art seated upon a high and lofty throne •.• In 
the assemblies of the t~ns of thousands of thy people, 
the house of Israel, with ringing song shall thy name. 
our King be glorified in every generation . (8169) 
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So far is Israel from the deification of mortal kings , that King David , 

9 
the only king tha t Israel really venerated, appears in this prayer only 

as a praise singer and as God ' s "anointed servant" : 

... for this is the duty of all creatures towards 
Thee. Lord our God and God of our fathers: to 
thank ard praise• laud aHd glorify, extol and honor, 
bless a i exalt and acclaim Thee , even beyond all 
the songs of praise by David, son of Jesse, Thy 
anointed servant . (Bl69) 

The liturgy of thP merkavah mystics, now incorporated in prayers 

ljke the yotser or of Rosh Hashanah morn ing, is particularly rich in 

kingly imagery. In this prayer, the image of God enthroned is elabo-

rat ed to include a heavenly chariot and a retinue of celestial 

luminaries: 

He is exalted above the celestial beings 
and adorned in glory above the chariot 
Purity anu justice stand before his throne; 



Kindness and mercy are in His glor ious presence 
Good are the luminaries which our God has created 
He made them with knowledge . wisdom and insight 
He placed in them ener gy and power 
To have dominion over the world. 
Full of splendor, they radiate brightness. (Bl86) 

In further elaboration of the kingship image, the Rosh Hashanah morn-

ing piyyutim depic t God "robed in majesty and glory," (kevodo ihel, 

Bl90), "girded with power," "in tenfold garments , " "arrayed in 

splendor ..• in crimson garments ... with robes white as snow." 

23 

(mrlech azur gevurah , Bl74-176) As an eartrly King's robe demonstrates 

his position and royal function while it conceals his person, so God ' s 

garments of zeal, light and majesty tentatively i ndicate a dazzle of 

attributes while concealing the Divine mystery. 

God, the King, placed so far above human comprehension as to be 

approachable only thr ough a haze of redundant praise words, is perf~ct, 

all power ful and everlasting. Ein kemocha, the kingdom pr ayer of the 

Torah service?, says , "Thy Kingdom is an everlasting Kingdom, Thy 

dominion endures through all generations." (B277) Later in the Torah 

service, al hakol yitgadal , a Geonic piyyut very much like a Hebrew 

ver sion of the kaddish, extends Cod's eternity beyond the time of this 

world: 

Magnified and hallowed and praised and gl orified, 
exalted and extol led above all be the name of the 
Supreme King of kings, in the worlds which He has 
c r eated--this world and the world to come. (B282) 

The extent of God's dominion on the earth itself is established in one 

of the ma lchuyot passages taken from Psalm 22: 29: "Sovereignty is the 

Lord's and He governs the nations." (B336) 

1o expr ess God's ultimate control of world history, battle imagery 

from the songs of ancient warrior Israel, recorded in the Psalms, found 
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a place in the ru.ahzor. Not only was a "double edged sword" in Israel's 

hand raised to "execute vengeance upon the nations, punishment upon 

the peoples .•. " (Psalm 49: Bl60) , but also the imagery of warfare 

extended to cl.aracterize Israel ' s supporter and sponsor: 

Who is the King of Glory? 
The Lord strong and mighty . 
The Lord strong in battle. 
(Psalm 24:7-10 : B366) 

Never disinterested, but al~ays fighting on the side of Israel, 

Gud was "a mighty King to champion their cause." (ezrat avotenu, 8199) 

"Uplift thy own tribes, grant them dominion," (8242) says one stanza of 

shemo mefaarim, a kerovah for the second day of Rosh Hashanah. In 

melech azur gevurah, the yotser prayer for the first day of Rosh 

Hashanah, Eliezer ha Kalir adopts the Biblical image of a warrior God 

to create a breathtaking description of God's power i n the service of 

justice and of Israel: 

King girded with power 
Great is Thy name in might, 
Powerful is Thy arm. 
King in garments of zeal, 
on the day of vengeance, 
Thou shalt requite thy f oe. 
King who :ommands all winds , 
The arrog. ~ t tyrants 
He shall destroy by blast , 
King gathering earths kings , 
Shall inflict punishment 
On Edom's haughtj hosts. (8176) 

Yet, for all of God's partisan defense of Israel , the theme of 

the Rosh Hashanah liturgy is not that God i s King of Israel alone, 

but that the Kingship of God implies ultimate acceptance of God's 

sove r eignty by all beings . "The Lord shall be King over all the 

ear t h; on that day shall the Lord be One and his name One." (8486) 

In melech ~ gevurah, Kalir paints God's defense of Israel 



as a historic"ll phase through which the world mus t pass while God 

judges the nations. At the end of that proc.ess, ''All shall worship 

the King, who comes to rule the world." (Bl76) The classic expression 

of this idea is found at the end of the Al enu: 

We hope ther efore , Lord our God, soon to behold 
the majestic glory . .• when t he world shall be 
perfected under the reign of the almighty; and 
all ~ankind will call upon Thy name ••. may they 
all accept the yoke of Thy klngdom, and do Thou 
r eign over them speedily for ever and ever. (8336) 

Thus the particularistic image of a warrior God is transformed into a 

great universal vision of trans-national un ion in God's kingdom. 

Image ry of power, force and gr andeur might be expected in 

descriptions of God as King. Had the liturgists wanted merely to draw 

on the ir experiences with human kings , they might have stopped there. 
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But because God's Kingship is ideal. it is also protective and nurturing. 

God is the model of the social activist king who not only fights for 

righteousness and the establishment of His kingdom throughout the 

earth, but a l so anticipates and provides for all kinds of human needs: 

"He is a warrior who sows justice, produced triumphs and crea t es 

healing." (Bl9] t The nishmat prayer (8166) is a praise of God the 

eternal King who saves, ransoms. rescues, sustains , and shows mercy 

in all times of stress. T~e praye r presents a gentle and compassionate 

God, guiding the world and all creatures: "He enab l es the speechless 

to speak and sets t he captives free , He supports all who fall. II 

(8166) The gevurot blessin g of the Tefilah, using some of the same 

wording as nishmat, adds the idea of techiyat hametim: "Who is like 

Thee lord of power~ Who r esembles Thee 0 King? Thou bringest death 

and restoreth life, and causest salvation lo flour ish." (8202) The 

ultimate act of kingly power is to heal and to renew life. 



In a startling blend of battle imagery and tenderness, Rabbi 

Simeon ben Isaac ben Abun wrote in eten l efoa li tsedek : 

God who is Almighty will never despise 
One who is humble and despised i n his own eyes. 
Glorified is He who dwells in the heavens, 
Light blazes before Him, flashing flames of fire. 
With gl ittering swor ds He car ves retr ibution 
On behalf of the fatherless and widows ... (B250) 

God the warrior King, no less than God the Creator, functions with 

ethical in t ent. 

By descr ibing God as King , the litur gy makes two important 

political statements. Fir st, whatever the temporal situation, Israel 

can acknowledge the ul timate author ity of no other King but God . 

26 

Second, by portraying God as an ideal king, the liturgy sets a standard 

for all human government to emulate. 

On a psyr.hological level, the declaration that God is King may be 

interpreted as a statement that our life is committed to the s upreme 

h i f 1 d . i l . i lO aut or ty o our mora an spir tua imperat ves. As earthly kings 

ought to follow God ' s model, protecting the weak, uplifting the fallen 

and protecting the principles of justice and righteousness, so should 

we all in our daily lives: 

To acknowledge God as King means to make all our 
inner dr ives and impulses , as well as all external 
claims on our loyalty, subservient to His sovereignty 
and His will. It means to repudiate and resist 
attitudes and ac tions which contradict or comp romise 
our manifest duty.11 

God as a Tender Father: Frequently in drama, a character will 

demonstrate contradictory qualities. Hamlet, for instance, is both 

impetuous and a prtlcrastinator. In the High Holiday drama, the portrayal 

of God as King is often coupled with the designation of God as Father. 
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Because t-he phrase "Avl11u Malkenu" is repeated so often during the 

High Holy Days , it might be thought that the imagery of God as Father 

would be as important and as complexly elaborated as the imagery of 

God as King. Dut this is not the case. The liturgy i n general is 

discreet aod non-presumptuous in referring to God as Father , and the 

use of the term in those prayers specific to the High Holidays is even 

more limited. 

The term Father appears most often in prayers that also occur in 

the daily or Sabbath liturgy . Ahavah rabah ("Our father our King . for 

the sake of our forebears who trusted in Thee. be gracious to us. . .. 
Bl94), sim shalom ("Bless us alike, our Father, with the light of Thy 

countenance, " B270), the gevurot (" Who is like Thee merciful Father?", 

8202) , and av harachamim from the Torah service ("May the merciful 

Father have compassion on the people who have been upheld by Him", 

ti 

B284) a r e all frum the basic liturgy. The kaddish carries a reference 

to the acceptanceof Israel ' s prayers by "their Father who is in heaven," 

(B276) , ::md the kedushah ~~ sidre states, ''He is our God, He is our 

Father, He is our King, He is our De:iverer." (8366) This latter list­

ing indicates s 0 me parity among the terms used to dPscribe God. One 

can tl1erefore infer that God ' s role as Father is not an unimportant 

concept , but perhaps a relationship kept under r es traint, especially 

on the High Holy Days where the dominant theme is Kingship after all. 

While a cr eator, a judge , and a king have freedom of action, a 

father is bound to his chj ldren by an enormous self-investment. 

Through the prophet Jeremiah, God admits to this attachment in a 

passage found in the zichronot paragraphs of the Rosh Hashanah musaf: 



ls i t because Ephriam is my favorite son, 
my be:oved child? As often as I speak of him 
I remember him fondly. (Jer 31:19; B342) 
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A few appeals for mercy are recited on the basis of this r elation-

ship. The Shofar s~rvices are punctuated with the poignant appeal of 

t he hayom harat olam: 

Today all mankind is judged whether as children 
or as servants. If as children , have mercy on 
us as a father has mercy on his children ... 
(8384) 

Before the Yom Kippur confessional, in ki_ anu amecha, we say "We are 

Thy people and Thou art our God, we are Thy chil dren, and Thou art our 

father. " (8546) In Az beyom kippur, a yot ser piyyut for Yorn Kippur, 

we plead, "Mercifully forgive Thy children ' s faults; Let us walk in the 

light of Thy favo r . " (8588) Finally, in the evening service of Yom 

Kippur, we put together the phrase "our Father, our King" with t he 

"salach lanu, machal lanu" of the confessional, and say , "Forgive us 

(salach lanu) Father; for we have sinned; pardon us (machal lanu) our 

King, for we have transgressed. Look upon our affliction, and champion 

our cause. " (81030) Th~ main function of God as Fathe r is therefore to 

be merciful, to empathize, feel compassion and forgive. 

During ~he Yorn Kippu r services, four other brief requests are 

addressed to God as Father. In the anenu, God is asked to "answer us." 

(8562) In Av harachamim, we ask God to "remember those saintly and 

blameless sould who gave their lives ... " (8734) Finally , in the 

musaf. we ask "Our Father our King" to "speedily reveal [His] glorio11s 

majesty to us" (B750) and to "remeinber [His] compassion and s•·ppress 

[His] anger; end all pestilence and war, famine and plundering .. It 

(B868) The idea that ties these requests t ogether is still pi t y , 
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compassion, the parental urge to save a child from further pain. God 

as Father is loving, but one-dimensional. 

In sum, the worshipper's high r etention of the designation of God 

as Father is not a function of the theme's extensive development in 

the High Holy Day liturgy . Rather, the term is familiar because of 

its place in Sabbath and daily prayers, and its dramatic locations in 

the High Holy Day services. It is frequently repeated in the Avinu 

Malkenu , which is r ecited with the ark open, and the yom Harat Olam 

which accompanies the shofar blowing. 

The constant coupling of the word Father with the term "merciful" 

or "mercy" may obscure the full resonance of the idea of God as Father. 

A father is merciful because he feels his children' s problems as his 

own, and because he is on their side, trying to see events from their 

point of view. To quote Max Arzt again, 

To feel the friendship of the Creator of the universe 
while accepting personal responsibility for the 
quality of our life as the dual meaning of the 
concept that God is both Father and King. 12 

God as Merciful Judge : The role of God as Judge dominates the 

main plot cf the drama in which all God's creatures are arrayed for 

judgment. It is not a one-dimensional role, but a portrayal of a 

character who carefully balances contradictory impulse~. 

On the one hand, God is supremely just and righteous. The Amidah 

insertion, kadosh atah venora shemecha places the idea of justice in 

the center of the special additions for the High Holy Days: 

Holy art Thou, awe inspiring is Thy name, and 
there is no God but Thee , as it is written: 
'The Lord of hosts is exalted through justice., 
the holy God is sanctified through righteousness. ' 
(B34) 
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These mutually r e inforcing concepts, justice and righteousness, fre-

quently accompany r efer ences to God's power. "God' s justice," writes 

George Foote Moore , "is .. • man's ass urance that God will no t use His 

13 almighty power over nis creatures without r egard to right." Jud goent 

will the refore take place according to known and revealed standards: 

the rules will not change capriciously. In addit ion , God's j ustice 

pertains equally to the individual worshipper and to the nations of 

the world: 

The exalted King rules nations with justice; 
ascending His throne, He probes and examines 
their cause . 

He has established His throne for justice. 
The Almighty King alone is hallowed through 

righteousness; 
The Eternal is extolled and glorified by 
j ustice . 

He upholds the cause of His worshipper . 
(melech amun ma'amrach, 8182) 

He rules ... the nations with equity . •. 
Re requites according t o the deeds of man. 
The e~rthly rulers are as nothing t o Him, 
They are overcome with panic before Him. 
(eten l efoali tsedek , 8250) 

On the other hand , absolute j ustice is not the sole cri t e rion con-

trolling the judgment pr ocess . To use the liturgical image : the seat 

of justice is also the thr one of mercy . El me lech yoshev al kise 

rachamim from the evening service for Yorn Kippur is among those prayers 

that characte r ize God as a merciful Judge: 

Alr1ighty king , who art si tting on the throne of mer cy, 
Thou dost act gracious!~, pardoning the sins of Thy 
people and making them pass away one by one; Thou 
dost often gr an t pardon to sinne r s. . .dealing 
generously with all mortals and not treating them 
according to their wickedness ..• (8528) 

As often as it is alluded to as a certainty, even as an essential 

attribute of God ' s nature, however, me r cy is neither automatically nor 



31 

passively grarted . God's mercy is active, engaged and fine-tuned to 

the subtleties of the plaintiff ' s inner life. "God probes the thoughts 

of both low and high. .The King who knows all their acts will 

acquit." (kevodo ihel, Bl90) 

One important limitat ion that God takes into account when r endering 

this judgment is human mortality. Since their time is limited, human 

beings might not have the years or hours left to accumulate merit 

sufficient to outweigh their sins: 

Endless are the offerings required of us, 
countless our guilt sacrifices, but thou 
knowest that our ultimate end is the worm, 
hence thou hast abundantly proviced us with 
means of pardon. (Bl004) 

Mercy, as it appears in the High Holy Day l iturgy, is both an 

integral part of the process of judgment (God "shows kindness on the 

day of judgment" and "suppresses His anger in judgment") (le'El orech 

din, B261), and a counterbalancing force to the strict application of 

justice. According to the Midrash, Genesis Rabbah 12:15, God intended 

originally to create the world according to the principle of justice 

(din) alone, but saw that a finite ar.d fallible world could not endure 

the application .Jf such a rigorous standard. Nor co·Jld the world con-

tinue securely on its course if only the standard of mercy (rachamim) 

were applied to its governance. Therefore , God determined to combine 

the attributes of justice and mercy, and to establish the world under 

their joint auspices. 
14 

t~ile superficially it might appear that justice and mercy are 

15 
opposites between which God is somehow torn , this is not the case. 

Instead, justice and mercy are "complementary aspects of Cod ' s 

character1116 that work together harmoniously in the judgment process. 
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God must app~y a clear and strict standard of righteousness in judgment 

because humans need to know that thei r acts have measurable consequences. 

Otherwise, choice and freedom would be meaningless . But when God judges 

human behavior, mercy is always potentially present, activated instant l y 

upon the occurrence of teshuvah . "The Rabbis neve r fo r feited an oppor-

tunity ," writes Max Ar zt, "to express the belief that God is merciful in 

judgment, and that, fo r t he repentant sinner, the Day of Judgment can be-

come a day of spiritual regeneration when he becomes, as the Rabbis 

phr ase it, a ' new creature•. 1117 

God as Sponsor of History : As Sponsor of history, God participates 

in the subplot of the drama. While the pl ot occurs on an annual cycle, 

the subplo t takes 1ilace i n histo r ical time. Jewish liturgy derives its 

18 urgency from the idea that God acts purposefully in history. ThP. 

New Year festival is important in Judaism as a reminder of creation (the 

cosmogony) and as an oppor tunity for the restorat ion of pur ity. Both 

19 
a r e cyclical events . However, the New Year also marks the occasion 

fo r God's judgment of the nations , a linear event. In both the Rosh 

Hashanah and Yorn Kippur services we read: 

This day, the anniver sary of the first day of thy 
creation is indeed a statute for Israel ... On it 
sentence is pr onounced upon countries for war or 
pePce , for famine or abundance. (8386) 

Kalir' s melech ~ gevurah is extravagant in its depicticn o( 

God ' s carrying out this judgment: 

King, dread of earth's tyrants , 
The world shall writhe with pangs, 
Quake before God enthr oned . 
King gathering tarth 's kings 
5hall infli~L punishment 
On Edom ' s haughty hosts. . . (8176) 
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Yet, the qctual mechanics of God ' s sponsorship of history, or 

intervention into history are left unclear . Is there an annual review 

of the international status quo? Is Kalir, in melech azur, writing 

about a judgment carried out in historical time on a regular basis, 

or is his prayer a dream of judgement to come at the end of time, with 

each Rosh Hashanah until then being only a dress rehearsal? In aderet 

mamlachah, another Rosh Hashanah kerovah, Kalir points to one clear 

instance of God's intervention in history: the overthrow of Judea , 

which the Bible, and therefore traditional Judaism, view as the carry-

ing out of God ' s judgment: 

The glorious kingdom of Judea--
Why was it overthrown and not restored? 
Because they acknowledged and worshipped Bel, 
And followed his dictates with lawlessness. (B220) 

However, God's next intervention on Israel's behalf, according to Kalir. 

will not occur until the end of history: 

The mistress of realms will reign over them 
Until the kingdom of God shall appear. (8220) 

What does the annual ''sentence pronounced upon countries for war or 

peace" have to do with the appearance ·-someday--of God 's kingdom? Having 

actec within hi~ ory to allow the overthrow of Judea has God continued 

to so act moving history forward according to design, or is God simply 

waiting to pronounce a final judgment? 

Two prayers tha~ might shed light on the question of whether the 

traditional mahzor regards God's intervention in history as an ongoing 

process or as an event reserved for the end of days, are the "Praver 

for the Government , " and the more modern "Prayer for the Welfare of the 

State of Israel" (by the chief Rabbinate of I s rael). The "Prayer fo r 

the Government" begins, "He who granted voctory to kings and dominion 



to princes, his kin~dom is a kingdom of all ages .•. " (B422) This 

preamble implies God ' s ongoing involvement in human history, with the 

reservation that God is really beyond the fluctuations of earthly 

fortune. Mortal kings r ule by God's sufferance, but God ' s rule endures 

outside of history. The prayer goes on to establish precedents for 

God ' s intervention when necessar y: 

He who delivered his servant David from the evil sword, 
He who opened a road through the sea , a path amid the 
mighty waters- -may He bless and protect, help and exalt 

THE PRESIDENT AND THE VICE-PRESIDENT 
AND ALL THE OFFICERS OF THIS COUNTRY 

May the supr eme King of kings, in his mercy , sustain 
them and deliver them from all distress and misfortune. 
(B422-424) 

The prayer then swings to a par ticularistic concern: the welfare of 

Jews within t he state: 

May the s upreme King of Kings , in his mercy, 
inspire them and all their counselors and aides 
to deal kindly with us and with all Israel. 

Finally, the prayer leaps into a future that sugges t s Isaiah's vision: 

In their days and in our days Judah shall be saved, 
Israel shall dwell in security, and~ r edeemer shall 
come to Zion. May this be the will of God~ and let 
us saY, Amen. (B424) 

In a similar ·ein, the "Praye r for the Welfare of the State of 

Israel" asks for protection of the State, guidance and good counsel 

for Israel's leaders, strength and victory for its defenders, peace 

and joy for its inhabitants. But then the prayer turns to the in-

gather ing of exiles, and its tone becomes eschatalogical. Ins tead ot 

noting that many members of the house of Israel have returned f r om 

exile, the prayer asks that the "whole house of Israel ... walk upright 

to Zion.'' The prayer concludes 



Unite our heart to love and rever e thy name. and 
to observe all the precepts of thy Torah. Shine 
forth in thy glorious majesty over all the 
i nhabitants of thy wor ld . Let ever ything that 
breathes proclaim: ' The Lor d God of Israel is 
King; his majesty rules over all. ' Amen. (B424) 
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The vision is that of the end of the Alenu prayer. the culmination of 

God ' s plan for humanity. with Zion as its focal point. 

What these prayer s seem to say about God as sponsor of history is 

that God has i nter vened in history, God can intervene (even though we 

cann.)t explain exactly how), and most importautly , someday God will 

bring history to it~ planned destination . This destinati on includes 

not only the coming of God ' s universal kingdom, but the restoration of 

Jerusalem and the return of Israel from its sojourn among the nations. 

In the Tefilah insertion , uvechen ten kavod, we pray for this culmina-

ti.on: 

Now O Lord , grant honor to thy people , glory to 
those who revere thee, hope to those ~ho seek thee, 
free speech to those who yearn for thee, joy to 
thy land and gladness to thy city, rising strength 
to David t hy servant, a shining light to the son of 
Jesse, thy chosen one, speedily i n our days. (B203) 

The mechanics of how God is invol·1ed in history are more clear 

when the focus n .. ·rows to Israel ' s history. Here, the Tanach provides 

a record of interventions--a record that is c ited again and again in 

the mahzor. "Answer us , Thou who didst help the tribes," we pray in 

the~ (B562). And in the mi sheanah, Erev Yorn Kippur , we say: 

May He who answered Joshua in Gi lgal, Samuel in Mizpah, 
David and his son Solomon in Jerusalem, 
Elijah on Carmel, and Elisha in Jericho, 

Answer us. (8564) 

Among all of God ' s interventions, however, the r edemption from 

Egypt stands out as the most s ignificant. The language of the geulah 



reveals the cent rality of the Exodus as a model and symbol for all of 

God's s ubsequent interventions in his tory: 

From Egypt Thou dids t redeem us , Lord our God, and from 
the house of s l aver y Thou didst deliver us, all their 
fi r st born Thou didst slay , but Thy first born thou 
didst redeem ••. For this the beloved peopl e praised 
and extolled God ... He is high and exalted, gr eat and 
revered; He brings low the arrogant and rasies up the 
lowl y; He frees the captives and del i ve r s the afflic t ed; 
He helps the poor, and answers his people whenever they 
cry to Him. (B200) 

Indeed, the list of God's favors, beginning with the r edemption from 

Egypt, cause us such gr otitude tnat adequate praise and thanks would 

be impossible "even if our mouth were filled with song as the sea." 

(nishmat, 8168) 

But God 's involvement in the histor y of Isr ael is more than a 

stor y of redemptions and rescues . It i s a long relations hip of 

approach and withdrawal, spurning and embrace. When we allude to 
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this relationship in the traditional mahzor, we do not itemize episodes, 

nor do we trace the patterns of faithfulness and backsliding that 

developed over the centuries. Instead, we affirm identification with 

the whole historic experience of Israel simply by tracing our origin 

back to Abraham, '"saac and Jacob. Wher. we mention ''our fathers," or 

appeal to "God of our fa thers, " we evoke the enti r e living tradition 

20 
of our peo~le. By identifying ourselves with those at the beginning 

of the s t ory, we undertake their mission , and continue their jourr.ey 

toward the pur posed culmination. 

God as Responder t o Prayer: Weighing on the entire High Holiday 

drama is the tension and anxie t y of the fervently petitioning Israel 

Will Go~ listen? Will God respond? There is no way to ascertain the 

r esponse of a cha racter who exists as a Presence, speaking no lines 



and giving no sign. Yet the High Holiday liturgy is filled with 

assurances. God's responsiveness to prayer is necessary to the drama: 

Shomea Tefilah is one of God's essential names . 
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The petitionary pray~rs in the shaharit services of Rosh Hashanah 

and Yorn Kippur ask God for five things . God is asked to listen: "Open 

the gate, let our prayer ascend ," (8588) "May our prayer reach Thee, do 

not ignore u1..r plea," (8614) "Be stirred for those who hope in Thee," 

(Bl92), and "Close not Thy ear to ray supplication." (8642) God is asked 

to guide and inspir e: "May Thy work and Thy splendor be visible to the 

faithful," (8182) "Have pity on us and inspire us to understand and dis-

cern , to perceive learn and teach. .," (8194) "Guide us with Thy 

light," (B586) "Guard my tongue from falsehood. • . open my heart to 

Torah," (8622) "Bend our will to submit to Thee," (8678) and "Fix Thy 

just precepts i11 our hearts." (B238) God is asked to forgive our sins: 

"Hold us guiltless of unccnscious faults," (238) "purify us from our 

sins ," (238) "Cleans<? us in Thy fountain .•. let pardon's light shine 

upon distressed souls," (588) and "Incline the scale of justice in our 

favor." (588) God is asked to give favors and benefits in areas that 

we cannot completrly control ourselves: "Remember those who seek Thee 

and raise them to life," (Bl80) "Inscribe for life chose who cling to 

Thee," (B642) "Renew us fur a good year," (272) "Inscribe us in the book 

of a happy life, of main t enance and sustenance ..• fill our hands 1d th 

Thy blessings . . • our s torehouses with plenty," (8238) and "Send a 

perfect healing ." (827 2) Finally , God i s asked to do with the world 

what we cannot bring about by our power alone: "Speed the day of 

del i verarce ," (180) "May the righteous see this ... when Thou wilt 

abolish the rule of tyranny on earth," (204) ''O destr oy the chains of 



bondage; gather Thy dis persed people and redeem them," (B246) "May our 

far exiles reach His holy land," (B242) "Abolish all evil decrees. 

remove pestilence, sword, famine, captivity, destruction •.. avenge 

the split blood of Thy servants." (B272) 

38 

If written assurances constitute an adequate response to these 

prayers, then the liturgy holds all the answers within the text. "God 

hears supplications and heeds the pleas set before Him." (8654) God is 

"near to those who call upon Him." As an inspiration, God "tells His 

law to His people" (B596) , and "appears on the lofty mountain . '' (B596) 

In response to our repentance, "The Holy One forgives upon r epentance, 

purifies all the unclean, pardons those who long for Him." (B596) When 

we seek life and parnassah, "The Holy One is good to those who fear 

Him. . • " (BS96) "He sustains the heavenly and the earthly worlds." 

(B650) With respec t to our situation in the world, "He has established 

His throne for justice," (B648) and "He keeps kindness to the thousandth 

genera tion," but "He has war with His foes f rom age to age." (B650) 

Can written assurances like these suffice? Are they felt as 

r esponse? Perhaps direct r esponse is not c rucial. Some of our petitions 

are self-fulf; ' ling. A prayer for inspiration can onl>· be sa tisfied by 

the responsiveness and openness of the pe titioner. Prayers tha t God 

listen jnd forgive are repeated until we Jisten to ourselves a nd begin 

to forgive ourselves. It is easy then to feel that God has li&t ened 

and forgiven. As fo r our prayers fo r life, peace, r edemption and 

protection~these ~e fling outward as signs of our own continued hope 

and refusal to despair. We cannot really expect to r eceive confirming 

tele5rams . 



The fact that our High Holy Day petitions do not really demand 

concrete external answers supports A. J. Heschel ' s observations about 

the nature of Jewish prayer: 

The idea of pray~r is based upon the assumption of 
man ' s ability to accost God, to lay our hopes , sorrows, 
and wishes hefore Him .•. Before the words of prayer 
come to the lips, the mind must believe in God's 
willingness to draw near to us, and in our ability to 
clear the path for His approach. 

Yet, it is incorrect , Heschel writes, 

To describe prayer by analogy with human conversation; 
we do not communicate wi~h God. We only make ourselves 
communicable to Him. Prayer is an emanation of what 
is most precious in us toward Him, the outpouring of 
the heart before Him. 21 

Perhaps prayers can best be answered in the praying, through the com-

fort , humility, greater clar ity of mind, greater resolve, courage and 

enhanced respect fo r life that praying can bring. 
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Max Arzt, commenting on the prayer modim anachnu lach in the Amidah, 

a rrived at a conclusion similar to Heschel's: 

God owes us nothing. We own Him everything. Every 
living moment is a free gift from Him ..• When in 
our prayers we place before God our needs, our 
anxieties, and our hopes, we do not pr esume to make 
demands on Him, for what we already have is beyond 
our true 'esert. We simply give expression to that 
which sur ges forth from our hearts and r el2 on Him 
to do what is in accord~nce with His will. 2 

For this reason, we ask God to pardon us not because of our righteous-

ness, but because of God's mercy and goodness. (8530) "O Lord," we 

pray, "though we lack worthy-.'.!eeds; May Thy own name stand by us." 

(B352) "Our Father, Our King , deal with us kindly for the sake of 

Thy name." (8272) 

Yet, despite all our proper humility and lack of presumption or 

expectation, two ooincs in the mahzor stand out as moments when 
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worshippers can feel the grace of God's r esponse, freely given for 

mercy 's sake. Theological niceties are submer ged as liturgical 

experience holds sway. 

The first is dramatic and obvious. Immediatel y after the recital 

of Kol Nidre, the reader and congregation say t hree times: 

May all t he people of Israel be forgiven, 
and all the st rangers who live in their midst , 
for all t he people are in faul t . 

The reader interjects: 

0 par don the iniquity of this people, according 
to thy abundant kindness, even as thou hast 
forgiven this people ever since they left Egypt. 

The ark is still open , Torah scrolls are still being held, the congre-

gants are standing, the mood is solemn. Then, the congregation recites 

three times: 

Va'yomer Adonai, salachti kidvarecha. 
The Lord said, "I pardon them as you have 
asked." (B491 ) 

The text of the mahzor contains no more direct response to petition. 

The theatrical quality of the moment almost ensures that it will be 

felt. 

The sec ,d moment is magical only for those who know the mid rash 

that explains the secret formula . At the beginning of the Torah serv-

ice for all holidays except those that fall on Shabbat, just after the 

ark is opened, we recite "Adonai, Adonai, El rachum vechanun". 

The Lord, the Lord is a merciful and gracious God, 
slow to anger and abounding in kindness and truth. 
He keeps kindness to the thousandth generation, 
forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin and 
acquitting the penitent. (Il278) 

The passage is taken from Exodus 34:6-7. Moses has said to God, "Show 

me, I pray thee , thy glory , " and God has answered, "I will make all my 
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goodness pass before thee, and will proclaim the name of the Lord 

before thee." So God places Moses in the cleft of a rock, and passes 

before him in a cloud, proclaiming the passage quoted above. Rabbi 

Yohanan, in Rosh Hashanah 17b said of this passage that it was an 

order of prayer that God taught to Moses, saying , ''Whenever Israel 

sins, let them recite this same order of prayer and I shall forgive 

them. ••23 Rabbi Judah concurr ed that "whenever the Thirteen Attributes 

are invoked, that prayer will not be in vain." Again, the forgiveness 

will not be granted because Israel is especially deserving, but because 

of God ' s gracious and r esponsive attitude. 

In sum, according to the mahzor, response to prayer is certainly 

an inner event. But, it is also an attribute of God--a key element in 

God ' s self-definition before Israel at the very beginning of their 

relationship. 

Israel as a Main Character in the High Holiday Drama 

Israel as a Character : When the members of the congregation of 

Israel gather t o partake of the Hjgh Holiday drama, they, like God, play 

several role First, each enacts a private drama as an individual 

human being, symbolizing thereby the representative drama of all 

humanity . Second, all are part of a community which has a unique 

history, character and sense ot mission. Therefore, this section of 

Chapter I, describing "Israel'', will discuss both the mahzor' s univer-

salist portr ayal of humanity, and its treatment of particularistic 

Israel. 

A Dual Concept of Humankind: Classical Judaism understands the 

nature of humanity in two dimensions: with deepest humility and with 
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exalting pride. As "Dust" (B274 and elsewher e) or, similarly, as a 

"passing shadow", grass that "florishes and gr ows in the morning" and 

"fades and withers in the evening," (B730) mortal humankind is "as 

24 nothing before God. " Death , the great equalizer "places all mortals 

on the same level." (B728) No earthly power or wealth exempts a 

human being from this finite condition. 

Mortal King decays and descends to the grave, 
Weary and restless, how long shall t his one reign? 
Mortal King is overcome by deep slumber, 
Struck by t hings of naught; how long sha l l this 
one reign? (amitz koach , 8256) 

Limited in life span, human beings are also "limited in strength and 

wisdom. 1125 A strict accounting of humanity's accomplishments set 

against its overwhel ming failures would be devastating. 

How can man be clear? The heavenly hosts are 
not clear in Thy sight: Fire consumes f r esh trees. 
So much more the dry grass • •• Essentially impure, 
man defiles himself during his lifetime . . . the 
days of his life are worthless, his nights are 
meaningless and his affairs are vain .•• (enosh mah 
,yizkeh, B630) - - -

At best, from this stance of deep humility, humanity can regard itself 

simply as t he raw material whi ch God can shape, destroy , or l eave 

alone : 

As clay in the hand of the potter, 
Who expands or contracts it at will 
So are we in Thy hand, gracious God . . (BS38) 

On the other hand, humanity i s also seen as the pinnacle and goal of 

26 creation. "Yet from the first , " the Neilah service says, "Thou 

didst single our mortal man and consider him worthy to stand in Thy 

presence." (81006) 

These two attitudes to human natur e, the humble and the exalted, 

are accompanied by a binary concept of human motivation. Rabbinic 



thinkers conct> i ved of the human spirit as essentially dominated by 

twin impulses , the yet ser tov and the yetser hara, the good and the 

evil i nc l inations : 

Judaism conceives a man as a creature in whom two 
personalities both capable of actualization, a r e 
concealed •• . Ever y person is obligated to restrain 
the brute and to educate the saint within him. 11 27 

Because human nature combines these contradictor y impulses , human 

action is the result of choices fo r which people must be held accoun t-

b • 28 a ... e . This moral f r eedom provides the lir,k between the humble and 

the exa l ted view of humanity . Despite their mortal f railty and de-

pendence on God for life and s ustenance , human beings s tand free, 

capab l e of rejecting or choosing God's path. In the Unetaneh toke f , 

people are portrayed as having f ull r esponsibility for thei r lives , 

and for the judgment that will take place r egarding them: "Thou 

openest the book of r ecords and it reads itself : Every man ' s signa-

ture is contained io it ." (B362) Free and righteous choices that turn 

aside t he yetser hara and embrace the dir ection of the ye tser tov 

shape "dus t" and "clay" i nto the image of God. 

Human free iom and responsibllity29 are the main themes of two 

highlights of the High Holiday services : Kol Nidre and Unetaneh -----
Tokef. ~ol Nidre is a legal formula over 1000 years old , that annuls 

vows regarding the self fo r the coming year. So concerned were the 

30 Talmudic r abb is about the sacredness of t he spoken word that they 

developed a process whereby car elessly voiced oaths about what a 

per son in t ended to do could be considered t echnically null and vvid 

prior t o their utte rance. Accor ding t o Max Arzt, recitation of Kol 

Nid re is a symbolic reminder of all r esolutions made and br oken : 
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A feeling of discontent may, in a solemn moment of 
self-examination, prompt a person to resolve to 
change his ways. But too often he lacks the 
tenacity needed for effecting a radical break 
with strongly entrenched habits . 31 

By reciting ~ol Nidre, an individual retains control of the relation-

ship between intent and outcome. Improper intents, oaths that should 

not have been voiced and cannot be fulfilled, are cancelled in ad-

vance, leaving the individual responsible for all remaining oaths and 

declared intentions. 

Unetaoeh tokef deals with the interplay between God's control 

and human control, the power of destiny or circumstance ~· human 

freedom and r esponsibility. God "reads" in the "book of life" only 

what human beings have written with their own deeds. However, the 

judgment and sentencing are God's to inscribe. It is God who deter-

mines who shall live and who shall die, and it is God who writes the 

universe's story in one day. Yet even as the span of their lives is 

being calculated, human beings can regain control of their fate by 

assuming responsibility for past and future action. "Repentance, 

prayer and charity cancel the sevPre decree." (B362) God only waits 
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for them to o so. "Thou dost wait for him until his dying day." (B364) 

Particularistic I srael: "Israel" is an abstract role superimposed 

upon the collec tive sum of individual identities sitting in the 

synagogue. As individuals, the congregation of Israel may be mer-

chants, doctors, tailors, scholars, married or unmarried, parents or 

childless . But in the role of Israel, they are the bearers of God's 

message to the world, potentially the living embodiment of God's will 

on earth. 



The role of Israel ls defined by its origin, the formative 

moments of its history , its identification with the land of Israel, 

its past and present worship system, and its relationship with God 

through Torah. Israel's designated origin is the covenant that God 

made with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. "Long before God formed any act 

of creation, he designed the rock of Abraham." (B214) Retroactively 

seen, Israel ' s origin is linked ~-ith its projected destiny as the 

vehicle of God ' s purpose. 

The two fo rmative moments that shaped the role of Israel were 

tile Exodus: 

From Egypt Thou didst redeem us . 
And from the house of slavery 
Thou didst deliver us . (B200) 

and the giving of the Torah at Sinai: 

Remember a people that follows Thee 
ana tenderly implores Thee: 
They are sustained by the delight 
of Thy fiery Law. (Bl80) 

At Sinai, God 

Ther e, 

didst choose us from among all peoples. 
love and favor us ... 
exalt us above all trngues and sanctify us 
with ••• commandment~ 

Our King didst draw us near to .. . service . (B203) 

In its natal moment, Israel became the chosen people, "a prophet among 

the nations , " God ' s "servant , 1132 sanctified by the way of life ordained 

by the mitzvot, and expected by the terms of the covenant to exemplify 

33 holiness and integrity . Therefore, the Alenu prayer celebrates 

Israel ' s uniqueness among the nations, and thanks God for the gift of 

special responsibility: 
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It is our duty to praise the Master of all, 
to exalt the Cr eator of the universe who has not 
made us like the families of the earth; who has not 
designed our destiny to be like theirs, nor our lot 
like that of a ll their multitude. (B334) 

Isr ael ' s role was f urther defined by Israel 's having dwelled in 

the land of Israel and having established a Temple in Jerusalem where 

God was worshipped according to the mandates of the Torah. "God has 

granted serene beauty to His peopl e; He taught them to recount their 

offerings." (Bl80) Even dispersed, Israel retains its unique identity 

by remembering its Temple and land, and by praying for a restoration: 

0 bring us home in peace from the four 
corners of the earth, and make us walk 
upright to our land. (8194) 

May our exiles r each His holy land 
That we may ever praise Him in His Temple . (B246) 

Awaiting redemption from "the chains of bondage," (B246) Israel is a 

paradigmatic community, represent ing unrepentant humankind. Exiled, 

scattered , lost and sinning, I srael, like all humanit y , is destined 

someday to be redeemed. 

Points of Intersection: The Characters ' Relationship 

Passengers in a railroad car do not relate to one another as do 

characters in a drama about passengers in a railway car. In the dr ama, 

the author has predetermined certain points of intersection in the 

lives and pr oLlems of several characters. Perhaps separated lovers 

discover one another, or a businessperson, long ago wronged, meets a 

now successful former partner. As the characters each speak their 

opening lines, the audience strains to discover why these seemingly 

unrelated people happen to be in the same play. In the High Holiday 
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drama , one might also seek the point of intersection between the t wo 

main character s. 

In imru !'Elohim, the ke rovah for Yom Kippur morning , God is 

portr ayed as utterly exalted : 

He is slow to anger and gr eat in power . •• 
He has built his chambers high in heaven. • 
Be is supreme over all the holy myriads. 
His splendor covers the heavens. 
His throne is a blaze of flames 
His sight is pure . . • 
He knows what is in mysterious dar kness. 
Dominion is His due ••. (B646- 652) 

But, if God is transcendent , how can God be immanent and accessible for 

a dramatic relationship with Israel? From the point of view of tradi-

tional High Holiday liturgy, the question is artificial . Even in the 

earliest sections of the lit urgy, the simultaneity of God ' s transcend-

ence and immanence is taken for granted. God acts both in an insular 

t~anscendent fashion, as well as in relating and responsive fashion. 

The plea, "Act f..>r the sake of Thy name .. • t ruth . . . majesty ••. 

goodness . •• eternal mystery" is directly followed by, "Act for the 

sake of bo th Moses and Aaron .. • for the spilt blood of thy servants." 

(8560-562) 

The point of intersection for both God and Israel is their mu tual 

need for one another . While only God can "pardon Israel ' s misdeeds," 

34 only Israel can seat God on the throne of Judgment. In isolation, 

God cannot fulfill His dramatic role. God waits fo r and needs I s rael ' s 

repentance and praise. Israel is the witness, ultimately, to Gods 

35 reality. 

His majesty is within my assembled people; 
My belief in Him is glor ification of Him. (8596) 

At the same time, Israel needs God: 
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Forsake us not, our Father; abandon us not our 
Creator : relinquish us not, our Maker; consume 
us not on account of our sins • •. Thy own people 
hunger for Thy goodness , thirst for Thy kindness, 
and long for Thy deliverance . (B560) 

By having some relationship with God's eter nity, Israel transcends 

mortality and becomes part of a purpose more long-range than the span 

of one geoer ation. 36 God's "everlastingness validates t he sacrifices 

of those who dedicate their lives to His service and to t he service of 

the welfare of humanity . 1137 

Plot and Subplot 
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Two story lines i ntertwine in the High Holiday drama . The first 

is the story of the immediate occasion, God ' s judgment of Israel at the 

start of the New Year. The second is an extended recounting of Israel ' s 

relationship with God , calling forth r emembrance on the par t of both 

parties, and culminating in a vision of God ' s redemptive purpose. 

Yorn Harat Olam and Yom Din: The Plot. "This day was of old 

planned for judgment," wrote Eliezer Kalir in upad ~: 

For the probing of all daily actions, 
For men's pleading before the Reverend One 
To make them t ' ls day clear of all guilt . (B350-2) 

The Day of Judgment ' s occurr ence on the New Year is accounted for by a 

midrash . On this day, "the birthday of the world,'' (8384) Adam was 

created and immediat ely sinned , failing to keep the one law given to 

him. On the same day , God judged and absolved Adam, saving him "from 

distress . " (B350) Because Adam is a symbol for universal humanity, 

New Year ' s day, the anniversary of Adam's creation, became a judgment 

day "for all time. " 
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According to the prayer Unetaneh tokef, the day of judgment begins 

in heaven with a moment of pageantry: 

The great sofar is sounded ; a gentle whisper is 
heard; the angels, quaking with fear , declare: 
"The day of judgment is her e to bring the hosts 
of heaven to justice!" (B362) 

The book recording human deeds is opened for examination. Each soul 

passes before God for j udgment, and each creature ' s lifetime and destiny 

are set down in this book of records : "On Rosh Hashanah their destiny 

is inscribed, and on Yom Kippur it is sealerl . " {Ibid . ) 

Elsewhere in the liturgy, one reads that the tension of the moment 

of judgment is exacerbated by the presence of a kind of prosecuting 

attorney: "the accuser . " Foe of humankind , the accuser, or Satan, is 

not developed as a character in his own right, but serves the function 

of illuminating those deeds done under the influence of the yetser hara: 

for this reason the congregation prays, "Cast scorn on the informer, 

reject his report .•. Silence the accuser, let pleader take hi s place. " 

(B536) "Heed t hy pact," an unknown 12th century poet wrote in ki hineh 

kahomer, "heed not the accuser." (B538) Even more passionate, is Kalir's 

"O cast the accuser into chains, proclaim the fulfillment of the 

captives ' hopes ... " (B778) The accuser has no exis tence independent 

of the human evil that evokes his comment: "May/God/ blot out the 

pernicious impulse, that Satan my foe shall not mock me; then shall my 

mouth be filled with laughter." (8774) 

Unable to deny the record of deeds already written and sealed by 

their own hands, the members of Israel have no choice but to confess 

~hei r sins and throw themselves on the mercy of their Judge in heaven . 

Unetaneh tokef's graphic description of the judgment procedure likens 
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the process to the passing of sheep under the rod of a careful shepherd, 

each one receiving a scrupulous examination as the group is counted . 

(B362) 

Aside from the phrase , "Our Father Our King, we have sinned before 

thee" (B272) in Avinu Malkenu , there is no formal confession of sins on 

Rosh Hashanah. Israel has the full span of the Yamim Noraim, from Rosh 

Hashanah to Yem Kippur , to devote to self-examination and repentance . 

Formal confession first takes place with the recitation of the alpha-

betical viddui zuta (ashamnu , bagadou . •• ) and the viddui r aba (al het 

shechatanu •.. ) on Erev Yorn Kippur . (B512) The sins that are confessed 

in these prayers catalogue nuances of actual daily conduct . Yet these 

sins are not so specific as to apply to select individuals alone. The 

confessional is collective, and the confessions are formulaic, "speaking 

of sins of which the individual may or may not be guilty. 1138 The 

collective confession has two effects. It emphasizes collective respon-

sibility f or the moral tone of the community. It also provides the 

widest range of potential sins to which individuals may confess. No 

aspect of ordinary human interaction, neither business nor love, friend-

ship nor citizensh: 1 , filial feeling nor parenthood is free from pitfalls . 

This compr ehensive confessional is both humbling and elevating to 

the spirit . On the one ha~d, enumeration of so many sins that have 

escaped timely reckoning undercuts the pride of even the most self-

esteeming: 

Thou art aware of conscious or unconscious sins, 
whether committed willingly or forcibly , openly or 
secretly; they are thoroughly known to you. What 
are we? What is our life? What is our goodness? 
WhaL is our virtue? What our help? What our strength? 
What our might? What can we say to Thee, Lord our God 
and God of our fathers? ..• man is not far above beast, 
for all is vanity . (550) 
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On the other hand, a Rimple inversion of the confessional ' s terms yields 

an impressive catalog of Judaism ' s expectations. As the al het is ---
worded, we confess to callousness, idle talk, insincerity, scoffing , 

inunoderate eating and drinking , haughtiness, wanton glances, casting 

off responsibility, obstinacy and talebearing: all are departures 

from the bahavior that constitutes a human being's best, most God-like 

nature. Sin is a distortion, a "turning away from God's good precepts 

and laws," (B512) a denial of the divine image inherent in humanity ' s 

creation. "Sin is an estrangement of man from God, a breaking of the 

link between man and his Maker. 1139 By reversing the terms of the con-

fession, however, one discovers the qual ities that characterize a whole 

human being who is in harmony with the gift of the divine image: a 

generous spirit, modesty, moderation , truthfulness, sincerity, humility, 

discretion and kindness in self expression, tolerance and r espect for 

other human beings. Thus, the con fessional statements function onl y 

partly as a technique for unburdening guilty hearts . By clarifying 

Judaism ' s behavioral expec tations for even the smallest human inter-

action , the confessions also function as an educational force . 

This dual fur tion of the confessicnal process fits exactly the 

plot line of the High Holiday drama . In or der for confession to be 

meaningful, .Lt must lead to ceshuvah or "turning back" toward the 

positive attributes that ch~racterize human beings as divinely created 

creatures. 

From the beginning of creation, thou didst establish 
the law of repentance. (8354) 

Thou , Merciful One , doest receive those who repent ; 
Thou didst promise us in days of old concerning 
repentance, and because ~e repent we hopefully look 
to Thee . (8558) 
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The opportunity to repent is always open : 

Until the dying day of man 
Thou dost wait for his repentance, 
That he may be turned unto life. (B632) 

However, although God waits, God cannot control the outcome: repentance 

must be self-initiated . As an option always open, a decision that can 

be made at any time, the opportunity to "return to God" is the essence 

of human freedom. 40 It is a means of release from the "bondage of cir­

cumstance and the shackles of habit. 1141 The liturgy has no illusions 

about the ease with which repentance ca~ be accomplished: 

Assembled on the day uf battle we are here 
To fight against the evil in ourselves. (B352) 

The imagery promises a protracted struggle. Yet the goal is nothing less 

42 than "to reopen the future . " In its climactic declaration: "But 

Repentance, Prayer and Charity avert the severe decree," the Unetaneh 

tokef prayer affirms that human beings can change their future by changing 

43 themselves. The New Year can indeed bring renewal and a cleansing 

re-direction of energy. 

The struggle within human bejngs to understand how far they have 

turned f rom God, and to r efocus their lives toward fulfillment of their 

highest potential, is on~ strand of the Judgment Day plot. !t is 

complemented by an equally ferocious struggle to be heard and believed . 

Enormous prayer energy is spent convincing God of the sincerity of this 

hard-won return , and inducing God to r espond mercifully: 

Answer thou my prayer 
Do thou accept my cry 
Thou who art Holy God. 
Lord, when thy people calls 
Remember thy mercy 
Revered ~nd Holy One. (B780) 

Prayers of this t ype, so fervently repeated throughout the Yom Kippur 
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service , are directed partly toward God and partly toward the wor-

shipper. The repetition is clearly intended as support for the 

worshipper's kavanah or sincere intention. 

A great many prayers implore God only to "heed our supplication." 

Other prayers project some kind of hoped for response. The anonymous 

yaaleh (B522) , sung before the open ark on Yom Kippur morning, describes 

the entire time span of the day from sunset of Erev Yom Kippur to the 

following sunset. Each period in the day is marked by a different 

phase in the plot: at sunset, I srael approaches God; in the morning 

Isr ael's confession and repentance process is underway; in the evening, 

God responds. 

In the concluding , or Ne ' ilah service, God is called the "Pardonner 

of Israel, the Forgiver of the tribes of Yeshurun in every generation." 

(B974) 

Thou dost reach out Thy hand to transgressors: 
Thy right haud is extended to revive repen tant 
sinners. (B972) 

Pleading for a compassionate r esponse does not cease until the last 

momen t on Yom Kippur. Time and again, during the Ne ' ilah service, the 

Thirteen Attribut~s of God are recited , and God is reminded of the 

promise to forgive Israel whenever the attributes are extolled: "O God, 

Who didst instruct us to recite the Thirteen Divine qualities, remember 

Thou in our favor the covenant of the thirteen qualities ." (B996) "I 

rely," we pray in Rabbi Amittai hen Sheptiah ' s ezkerah elohim, "on 

God's thir teen qualities/ And on repentant tears that are not stemmed ." 

(81000) Repeatedly, God is begged to open the gates of heaven to _e-

ceive the prayers of Israel and to redeem a fallible people. The Ne'ilah 

service builds to a final recitation of the Avinu Malkenu before the open 



ark. The congregation then recites the Shema, repeating the second 

line three times, and proclaiming seven times "The Lord is One." Sin 

is transcended at last, in contemplation and celebration of God ' s 

Oneness. This elevating climax is reinforced by the kaddish titkabal, 

with its resonant and reassuring series of Amens: 

May the prayers and supplications of the whole 
household of Israel be accepted by their Father 
Who is in heaven; and say Amen. (Bl08) 
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Finally, as the Yom Rarat Olam, Yom Din plot began in the Unetaheh 

t okef with the sounding of a heavenly shofar, so the living enactment 

of the plot in the synagogue concludes with the sound of the earthly 

shofar. It is a sweet, forgiving blast that summons the worshippers to 

r enewed lif e in the New Year. 

Yom Hazikaron: The Subplot . Sometimes one encounters a drama in 

whi ch a sequence of action must be pieced together from flashbacks and 

other evidence scattered thr ough t he play. Just so , the subplot of the 

High Holiday drama must be assembled by the audience f rom data presented 

out of sequence . The difference is that the audience watching any other 

drama is discovering this conceal ed story for the first time, while the 

worshippers at High Holiday services know the subplot by heart . In fact, 

a mention of just one par t of the story evokes an awareness of all the 

res t, its pattern, its rhythm and its meaning. 

The out of sequence Biblical episodes recounted or alluded to in 

the subplot ' s passages are organized around a general theme of remem-

brance. God is asked to r emember Israel with kindness , just as various 

Biblical characters were once remembered to the ir benefit. lsr~el 

claims to remember both its his tory and its Covenant. God's memory of 

the extraordinary merits of Israel ' s founding parents is appealed to as 



a counterbalance to Israel's present sins. God is also asked to 

remember all promises regarding Messiah and Redemption. 

Faith in God's memory has helped Jews to feel that their exper-

iences are part of a meaningful pattern. They have not been abandoned 

to chance or fate, for God did not abdicate care after completing the 

initial work of creation. 44 

Thou dost remember Thy ancient work and art mindful 
of all that was formed in days of old . All secrets 
and countless mysteries from the beginning of time 
are open co Thee. There is no forgetting before Thy 
throne of glory; there is not a thing hidden from 
Thy eyes . Thou dost remember every deed and nobody 
is kept out of Thy sight. All things are well known 
to Thee, Lord our God, who dost look to the end of 
all generations . (B338) 

At the same time, Jewish memory has constituted a major component 

of Jewish identity. As long as Jews have remembered their history and 

Covenant, they have remained Jews. Their remembrances are offered in 
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prayer the way sacrifices were offered in the Temple of old, as signals 

of Israel's enduring fidelity: 

Our God and God of our fathers, may the remembrance 
of us, of our fathers, of Messiah the son of David 
Thy servant, of Jerusalem Thy holy city, and of all 
Thy people the house of Israel ascend and come and 
be accepted before Thee fo- deliverance and happiness, 
for grace, kindness and meL cy , for life and peace, on 
this Day of Remembrance ..• (B205) 

The remembrance that "ascends" in this passage is not only God's but 

Israel's. "Implicit in this prayer," writes Max Arzt, "is the belief 

that God remembers what man resolves to bring to remembrance before 

Him."45 

Implicit also is the link between memory of Israel's past and 

hope for its future. Tn the passage above, the "remembrance of ... our 

fathers" and the remembrance of "Messiah , the son of David" are offered 
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to God simultaneously and \.'ithout differentiation. Israel "remembers" 

the whole story: that which has happened and that which is still only 

promised. The number and order of episodes in this unbroken continuum 

from creation to redempti.on are less important than the perception that 

all of history is unified by God's purpose. In remembering any part of 

its history, Israel is really r emembering its role i n God's total plan. 

With the exception of the Avodah prayer of the Yorn Kippur after-

noon musaf, the subplot, or "whole story" which Israel remembers, i s 

given no sequentially organized articulation in the mahzor. The task 

of this section of Chapter I is therefore to set forth the story in an 

organized fashion to show how the episodes in God's long relationship 

with Israel have been selected and edited by the liturgy. 

(1) Bereshit 1-4. The l iturgy ' s treatment of the beginnings of 

this world, the olam hazeh, is both like and unlike the story ' s Biblical 

origin. The difference is the profoundly judgmentAl nature of the 

liturgy 's account , which views each incident from the perspective of the 

olarn baba. ----
Creation, whe r ein God brought forth a multitude of fish and fowl, 

produced as well the Le\. athan , "reserved for the feast of saintly 

scholars ." The behemoth, "dwelling amidst water willows" also awaits 

" the feast of Thy guests . " (8812) There being "no one then to feast ," 

God created "man out of clay." Human life was thus designed, ab initio, 

for the purpose of being redeemed in the end of days . 

Regarding Adam, prototype of humanity, the yotser piyyut, melech 

amun maamrah makes two 1mportant statements . Adam was formed in God's 

own likeness, and delivered "from unmerciful judgment ." The rabbinic 

concept attached to Adam and carried through in the liturgy was not 
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46 "original sin", but "orjginal forgiveness." Like the Christian notion 

of original sin, original forgiveness also transmits itself to s ubse-

quent generations. God's mercy toward Adam is an enduring symbol of 

the mercy that would he extended forever to Adam ' s descendants on each 

subsequent Day of Judgment. 

Regarding humanity 's other early progenitors , the language of the 

liturgy is consistentl y judgmental. Adam "foolishly broke" the command ; 

Cain "mercilessly slew his brother; " later generations began to confuse 

God's name with idolatry, and so were "swept away"; and "those who 

counseled to build a tower reaching the sky were ensnared and scattered 

by a whirlwind. " (B814) 

(2) The Generations of the Avot and Imahot . According to the 

liturgy, the very existence of the patriarchs i s regarded as the ex-

pression of divine purpose: 

Long before God formed any act of creation, He 
designed the rock of Abraham; between past and 
future generations, in the middle, Abraham was 
formed to sustain them all. (B212) 

Not only was Abraham ' s exi stence pre-determined, but the conceptions of 

Isaac, Jacob and Joseoh resulted from Divine guidance of the natural 

process of increase: 

Sarah, his share of bliss, was this day endowed 
with youthful strength to conceive and bear a son 
at the age of ninety; this has been a symbol fo r 
Israe l's pleading before God on Rosh Hashanah. (B212) 

At this season , Isaac prayed on behalf of his wife 
until she was set free from childlessness; May God 
accept my prayer just as He did accept the prayer 
of Isaac and Rebekkah. (B216) 

The lofty mother Rachel, when still childless, was 
~ th~s day encircled by Leah's four sons; as she 
burst into tears, she heard a voice, "Cease, mother 
of children." (B216) 
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It was not a coincidence that these assists to procreation all occurred 

on the first of Tishri , the anniversary of creation. 

Whereas in Biblical accounts of their lives, the patriarchs shared 

the failings of all humankind, in the liturgy , they are idealized. 

Everywhere in the liturgy , Abraham appears as the model of "ideal 

humanity."47 

The mighty champion , Abraham, discerned thy truth 
In an age when all failed to know how to please Thee. 
Rejoicing in Thee, he taught them to revere Thee, 
And l.heerfully he proclaimed Thy grandeur to all. 
Those who had gone astray he led back to Thy path 
Hence he bear s the name of father of Thy people. (B918) 

Similarly, the Avodah prayer's treatment of Jacob illustrates how far 

the liturgy embroiders Biblical narrative in order to endow a patriarch 

with exemplary merit: 

Like a lamb without blemish was perfect Jacob , 
chosen because he delighted to dwell in the tents 
of Torah and follow Thee •.• Thou didst cause him 
to beget upright and beautiful children, true and 
right without defect. (B814) 

Jacob's merit is so great, wrote Eliezer Kalir in one extravagant passage, 

that it sustains the very structute of the universe: 

The vault of heaven and the foundetion of earth, 
the vase abyss a . i the roaring ocean are altogether 
sustained by the fir st born son of Rachel the third 
matriarch. (B216) 

Like his predecessors among the patriarchs , Joseph also accumulated 

sufficient merit to become an effective advocate for subsequen t genera-

tions : 

Remember the deeds of Joseph who was freed from 
slavery and relieved of tormenting chains. If his 
descendants have been led astray by history , let 
his words win grace for them in a life of vanity . (B354) 

The spiritual accounting system of zechut ~. or the meri t of 

the patriarchs, allows [.:>r a kind of "original virtue" deriving from the 



lives of the patriarchs, to operate in redemptive fashion on behalf of 

48 their descendants. Within this system, the Akedah is the single act 

of merit most often recalled. Abraham was willing " to suppress his 

compassion that he might do [God's] will wholehartedly." (B342) At the 

same time, Isaac, in his physical passivity, gave active spiritual 

assent: he "did submit to be offer ed as a sacr ifice. " (B920) In 

memor y of Abraham' s selfless obedience and Isaac's willingness to par-

ticipate, God is ur ged to be ever gracious to Israel : 

Regard him as if offered in the remple today, 
Remember his binding and pity his people . (B920) 

The merit of these patriarchs is of such a singular nature that it out-
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weighs forever the sins of Abraham's and Isaac's descendants, and in-

49 sures the acceptability of their prayers before God. Not only Abraham 

and Isaac have this power in perpetuity, but also the countless Jewish 

martyrs who endured actual sacrifice for the Sanctification of God ' s 

name. (B274-6) Throughout the mahzor, God is urged to be compassionate 

to worshippers , supplementing their individual atonement with special 

regard for the sake of those patr~archs, matriarchs and martyrs whose 

lives were wholly spent or lost in carrying out God ' s purpose or in de-

fending their faith. However, zechut avot can be counted on to secure 

a hearing for prayer only after individual atonement has been undertaken. 

The theme of zechut avot t hus acts as a link between the High Holiday 

drama's plot of individual repentance and the subplot of communal 

remembrance . 

(3) Moses at Sinai and in the Cleft of the Rock. The name of 

Mo~es echoes through the liturgy: in the third paragraph of the Shema 

(B498), in the Torah service (B438, 432), and in Yigdal (B56), for 
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instance . In s uch places , Moses is not characterized. His presence as 

the pivotal figure in Israel's history is so deeply felt that spare 

historical references amply tell his story: "Moses and the children of 

Israel sang a song to thee ••• as 7hou didst part the sea before Moses." 

(B28) Those adjectives that do characterize Moses a re restrained. 

Moses is God's "servant," (B346) a "gentle" (B528) "faithful shepherd 

of long ago," (B786) the "lawgiver," (B946) and "humblest man . .• who 

prayed .. • for us . " (B688) Whatever can be known about Moses from the 

Bible, is, in the liturgy, ess~utially reduced to two dramatic episodes: 

M'>ses spoke to God and was answered at Sinai (Ex. 19:19), and Moses, 

having asked God to reveal Bims~lf, hid in the cleft of a rock while God 

passed before him. (Ex. 34:6) The revelation at Sinai appears in the 

Shofar service, beginning with the paragraph atah nigleita: (B341) 

Thou didst reveal thyself in thy cloud of glory to 
speak to thy holy people . . .Amid thunder and 
lightening didst Thou reveal Thyself t o them. . . 
The shofar blast grew louder and louder; Moses spoke. 
and God answered him. " (B344) 

Referring to this passage, Max Arzt remarks on the "extraordinary nature 

of that revelation •.. the stunning originality of the idea" that a 

revelation of God's preser !e and will occurred not to or through a par-

50 ticular prophet, but directly to a whole people. The content of this 

public Sinaitic rev~lation was law. and the divine attr ibute most 

obviously established there i n was din, or justice . 

In contrast and balance , the revelation that took place while Moses 

hid "in the cave" (B212) was a singular and intimate ecstatic experience. 

Whereas the people gathered at Sinai at God ' s command, the private reve-

lation granted t~ Moses in the cleft of the rock occurred in response to 

Moses' request, and 1n answer to Moses' personal need to know God. 



Therefore the content of this revelation was love, and the divine 

atrribute most clearly established therein was rachamim, or mercy: 

.remember Thou in our favor, the covenant of 
the thirteen qualities; as Thou didst reveal them 
to gentle Moses, as it is written: "The Lord came 
down i n the cloud , and Moses placed himself there 
beside Him and proclaimed the name of the Lord. 
Then the Lord passed by before him, and proclaimed: 
The Lord, the Lord is a merciful and gracious God, 
slow to anger and abounding in kindness and truth; 
he keeps mercy for thousands of generations, for­
giving iniquity and transgression and sin, and 
clearing those who repent. (B530) 

Moses as the preeminent Jewish historical personality, a cowering 

~igure pr <?siding over a watershed in human history, is not extolled in 

the mahzor. In fact, in amitz koach, which provides a narrative of 
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Biblical history from the creation to the time of Aaron the High Priest, 

Moses is not mentioned at all. The prayer mentions in succession only 

"beloved Abraham," "perfect Jacob ," and then "faithful Levi" (Aaron) and 

"his tribe." (B814) Moses' appearance in the mahzor is used instead to 

highlight the two complementary aspects of God ' s nature that relate to 

the plot of the High Holiday drama: justice and mercy. 

(4) A Sanctuary in Israel . Time and events are telescoped and 

drastically edited in the mahzor'f version of Israel's story: after 

Israe l received the revelation of Torah at Sinai the people settled in 

the Land and conducted sacrificial worship at the Temple Sanc t uary. To 

highlight the centrality of the Temple and its cult in the liturgical 

scheme of Israel's history, the amitz koach, or Avodah prayer, provides 

a careful, almost minute by minute account of the High Priest's behavior 

before, during and after his entering the Holy Of Holies to make atonement 

for Israel. Based close:y on the account given in the Mishnah, (Yoma, 

B812) this long unrhymed poem by Rabbi Meshullam b. Kalonymus {10th c , 



Ital y) describes the preparation of the High Priest, the various offer-

ings that ~ad to be made during the ritual, t he rite of the scapegoat, 

Azazel , the baths, ablutions and changes of garments that the High 

Priest had t o under go. The physical survival of the High Priest and 

the secure continuity of the community depended on the puncti l ious 

observance of a ll procedures : 

Befor e entering the most boly place, the high priest was 
addressed by the eldest priest in terms of admonition and 
exhortation: "Consider whose presence you are about to 
enter ; know that if you fail to concentrate your mind on 
what you are about to do, you will at once fall dead and 
the atonement of Israel will not be attained. The eyes 
of all Israel are upon you !" (B820) 
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In the Avodah, and e l sewhere i n the mahzor , the service of t he cult 

is not presented as a way-station along the path to theological sophis-

tication, nor as an histor ical phenomenon explainable by the conditions 

of the t ime. Instead, the period of the Temple's exis t ence is portrayed 

as a Golden age, a time when the connection between God and Israel was 

right, whole and dir ect , as it has never been since . 

The mahzor' s description of Temple ritual establishes the cult ' s 

importance to the peopl e in two dimensions. First, this accoun t of Yom 

Kippur sacrifice depicts the profound feeling of har'l!Ony with the rhy:hm 

of the earth which accompanied performance of the cultic ritual. This 

feeling i s richl y e xpressed near the conclusion of the Avodah where the 

high pr.ies t, radiant wi th exhaltation at having successfully completed 

t he atonement rites , is conducted home by the people: 

Then the peopl e conducted their fai thful messenger to 
his home , in the knowledge that the c r imson thread of 
wool had turned white and their sins were washed away. 
The soaring clouds dis t illed their dew; the watered 
fields yielded their produce. Those who gathered the 
harvest in peace gave thanks ••. The nethermost parts 
of the fair land burst into song •.. Indeed the faithful 



messenger fulfilled the hope of the people who sent 
him, the hope that was pleasing to them who sent him, 
the hope that was pleasing L0 them as a cooling breeze 
on the day of harvest. (B824) 

The 11gricultural focus of the Temple cult is evident from this passage. 

Performance of the rite assured "a year of dew, rain and warl'lth ; a year 

of delicious fruits." (B826) 

In addition, the mahzor , particularly in the Avodah, depicts the 
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Temple cult as serving a deep psychological need . The entire process of 

in trospection , guilt and shame, repentance, reconciliation and renewal 

of self-image which is now played out in prayer, was, in the time of 

the Temple, projected onto the symbolic processes of sacrificial worship. 

The completion of the Yorn Kippur service brought relief , satisfaction, 

and a convincing sense of purification: 

The people were now washed and purified; their hands 
cleansed , they were made guiltless and innocent to 
declare that the Fountain of living water cleanses 
them . . . They now felt perfectly pura and wholly 
renewed. . . (Bi _4) 

The pinnacle of the long Avodah poem, which forms the most ex-

tensive and detailed continuous narrative in the mahzor, is the descrip-

tion of the High Priest as he appeared to the people when he left the 

Holy of Holies. This highly figurative passage differs sty: "stically 

from the preceding descriptions a.•d narration by virtue of its tight 

alphabetical acrostic, its repetitive two word refrain, and its poetic 

reiteration in eleven parallel star.zas of a single idea: 

like the clearest canopy of heaven, 
Was the dazzling countenance of the priest. 
Like lightenings flashing f rom benign angels, 
Was the smiling countenance of the priest. 
Like the purest blue of the four fringes, 
Was the gracious countenance of the priest. 
Like the wondrous rainbow in the bright cloud, 
Was the cheerful countenance of the priest. (B828) 



Irmnediately following this picture of splendor, however, a bitter 

w.ind of loss and regret sweeps over the liturgy: 

All this took place when the sanctuary was firmly 
established. The hi gh priest ministered, his 
generat ion watched and rejoiced. 

Happy the eye that saw all this; our soul grieves 
at the mere mention of it. (B828) 

Important as the Temple cult once was , however, wor shippers cannot be 
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allowed to rest overlong in contemplating a vanished past. Reality, and 

Israel's responsibility fer transforming that reality through faith and 

deeds remains the primary focus of the mahzor. 

(5) Loss of the Temple: Isr ael ' s Historical Sins. Reality is 

Exile, the theater in which the High Holiday drama is played out each 

year. The pivotal event that cast Israel out of its comfortable direc t 

cultic relationship with God was the destruction of the Temple. Not only 

did the cult become a treasure lost, but also the land itself became 

inaccessible. Israel was thrust into its historical role of a wandeting 

people, continually seeking redemption and restoration. 

The liturgy is very direct about attributing blame for the debacle: 

it was Israel itself that caused Jerusalem' s downfall . 

Because of our sins we were exiled ftJm our country 
and banished far from our land. We cannot perform 
our duties in thy chosen House, the great and Holy 
Temple which was called by Thy name on account of 
the hand that was let loose in Thy sanctuary. (B375, 
also 331-2) 

In the kerovah, aderet mamlachah, (8220) the historical sins of Israel are 

alluded to more specifically. Lawlessness and fai thlessness caused God 

to withdraw protect ion and favor, and to allow Israel to become subject 

to a brutal sovereign. 



The glorious kingdom of Judea 
Why was it overthrown and not restored? 
Because they acknowledged and worshipped Bel 
And followed his dictates with lawlessness. 
The mistress of realms will r eign over them 
Until the kingdom of God shall appear . 

• Lacking in wisdom, extremely haughty, 
She excer cises ruthless sovereignty. (B220) 

Restoration is promised only within the context of the appear ance 

of God ' s kingdom. Since this will not happen until Israel has made 

comple te teshuvah, Israel carries the ultimate responsibility for the 

continuance of its exile. The Talmud talks about the ongoing corporate 

guilt of Israel: "Every generation during which the Temple is not re-

built is to be considered as blameworthy as if it had caused its 

destruction . 1151 

The crucial passage which sets forth Israel's historical problem 

and establishes Yorn Kippur 's importance as the potential fulcrum of 

history occurs near the end of the Avodah: 
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Indeed, the i niquities of our fathers destroyed 
our sacred home, and our own sins retard its 
restoration. Yet, may the mention of these things 
bring us forgiveness; may our self-affliction attain 
our pardon. (B830) 

This passage establishes fully the terns of the subplot of the High Holy 

Day drama. Both God and Israel remember their relationshi~ and the 

promises made on both sides. Because at one point, Israel forgot its 

promise and turned from Torah a"d God , the Temple, symbol of the direct 

expression of I s rael's obedience to God , we lost . Israel then wandered 

in a terrible exile, trying each year, especially on Yom Kippur, to 

achieve a degree of atonement worthy of pardon, so that the Messianic 

pledge could be redeemed and Israel could be returned to its homeland 

and true worship. Yom Kippur is a symbolic occasion , reminding us each 

year of the possibility of return , both for individuals and for Israel. 



This day comes only once a year to make atonement 
for the transgressions of Israel, as i t is written 
in Thy Torah: "This shall be an everlasting 
statute for you , to make atonement fo r all the 
sins of Israel once a year . (B860) 

The very urgency of the High Holiday drama derives from t he compr ession 
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of the atonement process within the stric t temporal confines of a single 

day . 

(6) The Suffering of Exile. In countless passages , the mahzor 

por trays Israel in an adversary relat ionsh ip with the world. Given over 

to t he r ule of heartless tyrants, Israel prays in the avinu malkenu that 

God: 

deal with us kindly .•• 
abolish evil decr ees against us , 
annul the plans of our enemies, 
frustrate t he counsel of our foes , 
close the mouths of our adversaries 
and accuser s . (B272) 

In the Rosh Hashanah musaf service , God is asked to alleviate or end a 

list of afflictions: 

Our Father , our King , remember thy compassion and 
s uppr ess Thy anger; remove pestilence and sword, 
famine and plunder, destruction and iniquity, 
plague and misfo rtune, all disease and obstruction , 
all persecution ~nd baseless enmity, from us and 
from all thy peo, le of the covenant . (B398) 

Evil , injust ice , violence, repression and wanton cruelty are the facts of 

Israel ' s Exile-- t he background against which I srael ' s spiritual and 

cul tural accomplishments shine . 

The most extreme of J ewish sufferings has be~n that of martyrdom. 

Amnan ken by Rabbi Yorn Tov ben Isaac of York , who was martyr ed in 1190, 

is a direct record of the spiritual torment endured by a sensitive and 

scholarly soul as he r esponded to the conditions of persecution to which 

he ultimately succumbed: 



Heal my wound, deeply conceal my iniquity .•. 
Look at our disgrace, count it as our punishment. 
(B534··6) 

Rabbi Yam Tov died, and convinced others to die, rather than be forced 

to apostasize during the third Crusade. 

The ~ harachamim of the Yizkor service, and the martyrology eleh 
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ezkereh are related by Arzt to the First Crusade massacres in the Rhine-

land. The eleh ezker eh is a "pathetic search for an explanation of the 

absence of supernatural intervention in behalf of those done to death 

b h b 
,,52 yte ••• mos. In order to understand the massacres without blaming 

h i . 53 h d id h di f h i t e v ctims, t e poet resorte to a m ras ic tra tion rom t e geon c 

period which recounted the martyrdom of ten rabbis, Ishmael, Simeon ben 

Gamaliel , Akiba, Bananya Ben Teradyon, Hutspith the Interpreter, Hanina 

ben Hakinai , Elazar ben Shamua, Yeshevav the Scribe, Judah ben Dama, and 

Judah ben Bava, who refused to heed the Hadrianic prohibition against 

teaching Torah. According to the legend of their persecution, these 

martyrs died not for their own sins, but "in expiation for the sins of 

54 previous generations," particularly the sins of the sons of Jacob who 

sold their brother into slavery. The richness of the reference is en-

hanced by the fact tha • according to the Book of Jubilees , Joseph was 

sold on Yorn Kippur. (B838) 

As the martyrology draws to a heavy hearted close , God is sununoned 

by the congregation to witness the blood of these martyrs, and, for their 

sake, to excercise forbearance toward Israel: 

This has befallen us; we narrate it with a heart full 
of grief. Thou O Lord art a merciful and gracious 
God. Gracious One, look down from heaven , see the 
blood of the saintly martyrs and remove all stains of 
guilt. (B844) 



Immediately thereafter the con~regation makes a simple confessional 

statement: 

We have sinned against Thee, our God; 
Forgive us, Our Creator . (Ibid .) 

The next line reads: 

Remember in our favor thy covenant with our 
fathers. (B845) 
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Confession is thus a bridge between the two endur ing truisms of Israel's 

exile : Isr ael suffers, but God's promise abides. Whenever Israel 

confesses, reaching out to acknowledge God ' s sovereignt}' and judgment, 

Israel and God stand in their covenant relationship, a relationship which 

has obligations on both sides. 

(7) Promises of Deliverance and Justice. Were the Yorn Kippur 

service really a scene in a courtroom drama, the musaf service immediately 

following the martyrology would provide some of the drama ' s most telling 

explosive moments. Bit by bit, in flashback as well as in textual 

references, the long relationship between Isreal and the Judge has been 

exposed through the liturgy. Now Israel, pleading on its own behalf, 

cites verbatim the Judge's own promises, and insists that they be 

honored: 

Remember in our f avor Thy covenant with our fathers, 
as Thou didst promise, I will remember my covenant 
with Jacob, Isaac and Abraham .. . 

Treat us as Thou didst promise , Even when they are 
in the land of their enemies, I will not spurn them. 

Restore us and have compassion on us, as it is 
written: The Lord Your God will restore you ..• (B846) 

Fourceen demands are made (twice seven), each substantiated, chapter and 

verse, with the recorded words of the Judge to whom Israel now appeals 

for mercy . Then in tumbling, impassioned succession as if overwhelmed 



by the daring they have just exhibit ed, the congregation of Israel 

throws itself on the Judge's mercy, 

Lord, hear our cry . Spare us. Have mercy and 
accept our prayer . (B848) 

declares its willingness to embrace Torah , 

Bring us near to Thy Torah; teach us Thy 
commandments ••. Open our mind to l oving 
Thee (B850) 

identifies itself as linked indissolubly to God in multiple dimensions, 

We are thy people; Thou art Our God; 
. We are thy possession, and Thou art 

our Destiny. (8850), 

and finally reiterates the confessional prayers. 

(8) A Steadfast Hope : The Messianic Vision. The overcoming of 

evil and the triumph of righteousness within Israel as well as the 

triumph of God ' s r i ghteousness over Israel ' s oppressors is a thematic 

undercurrent traceable throughout the High Holiday dr ama . 

On Rosh Hashanah, among the special holiday insertions in the 

Amidah, we read: 

May now the r i ghteous see this and re)o1ce , the 
upright exult, and the godly thrill with delight. 
Iniquity shall shut its mouth, wickedness shall 
vanish like smoke, when Thou wilt abolish the 
rule of tyranny on earth. (8204) 
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In the Reader's Amidah for the Rosh Hashanah musaf, the theme is echoed: 

Let the designated month arrive, when all wickedness 
shall flash up as a thorn and perish! At that time, 
Hearts bent on evil shall be swept away; in our favor 
thou wilt remember Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. (B354) 

The liturgy ' s stance is uncompr omis ing. We do not ask for amelioration; 

we beg for genuine deliverance. Unlike Bontsche Schweig who appears 

before a heavenly coJrt of judgm~nt much like the court that convenes on 

Yorn Kippur for all of Israel, our liturgy does not ask merely for a hot 
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buttered roll every day. We ask for nothing less than fulfillment of 

the messianic vision. 

The terms of this vision are both universal and particular. With 

the extirpation of evil, both tyranny in general and Israel ' s long exile 

will be terminated. Israel's scattered members will be free to be 

united: 

Our God and God uf our father s, sound the great 
shofar for our freedom, raise the signal to bring 
our exiles together; draw our scattered people to­
gether from among the nations, assemble our 
dispersed from the uttermost parts of the ear th. 
(B344-6) 

The place of their assembly will be Jerusalem, and as a sign of Israel's 

restoration, God ' s Temple will once more stand on Zion : 

Our mirthful city with its Temple and court, altar 
and sacred vessels He will restore. (8248) 

Yet Jerusalem will be more than the locus for a national restora-

tion. It will become a universal center for God's dominion over all 

nations , with the forms of the national religion of Israel international­

ized. SS 

Thou shalt reign over all whom Thou hast made, 
Thou a lone, 0 Lord, on Mt. Zion, the abod~ of Thy 
majesty, in Jerusale •, Thy holy city , as it is 
written in Thy holy scriptures: The Lord shall 
r eign forever, Your God, 0 Zion , fo r all genera­
tions . (B203) 

The 7th century poem, veye'etayu , in the Rosh Hashanah musaf, 

contains a vision of God cro~'!led King and celebrated by ever y nation: 

Hills and isles shall burst into song when Thou art King, 
Taking upon themselves the yoke of Thy Kingship 
And extolling Thee in assemblies of people . 
Nations in far-off lands will hear of this and come 
To crown Thee, to pledge their l oyalty t o Thee . (B374) 

Of veye ' etayu, Bernard Martin wrote with admiration , "In the early middle 
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ages (7th c), when fanaticism and intolerance stalked the earth, the 

author of this poem envisioned the day when all men would be united in 

the worship of the universal Lord . 1156 The veye'etayu is thought to be 

a poetic version of the second paragraph of the Alenu , crown of the 

Rosh Hashanah malchuyot passages. According to the Alenu, the "world 

shall be perfec ted under the reign of the Almighty .•• abominations 

and false gods will be removed from the earth. " (B336) 

The Kingdom of God promised by the Alenu and the veye'etayu is 
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not heavenly otherness to be superimposed upon earth a t some time beyond 

liistory , but rather a "purification and completion of this world. 1157 

The simplest expression of what the coming of God's Kingdom will mean 

is to be foWld in the Rosh Rashanah prayer meloch al kol haolam in the 

Reader' s Repetition of the Amidah: 

May every existing being know that thou hast made it; 
may ever y creature realize that thou hast created it; 
may every breathing thing proclaim: The Lord God of 
Israel is King , ~nd his kingdom rules overall. (B266) 

The single irreducible characteristic of the messianic era will not be 

peace, prosperity, or universal health--although peace will certainly 

be a side-effect . The essence of the messianiL era will be simply the 

universal acknowledgement of God' s sovereignty . The ful l-hearted 

proclamation that "the Lord God of Israel is King" combines and en-

compasses all the particularistic and universalistic elements of the 

messianic vision. 

(9) The Plot and Subplot are Resolved. In daily life, sequences 

of action stop unceremoniously: friendships diminish and drift 

irresolutely, conversations are interrupted and discontinued, attention 

shifts to new crises in the new~~s unresolved issues move to the back 



pages. In drama, however, action comes to an end, and some resolution 

is demanded . 

The terms of the plot of the High Holiday drama evoke ample 

tension : 

This day, the anniversary of the first day of thy 
creation, is indeed a statute for Isreal •.• On it 
sentence is pronounced upon countries for war or peace , 
for famine or abundance. On this day mortals are 
recorded for life or death. • • (8338-40) 
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The two main characters are urged with increasing fervor to fulfill their 

appointed roles: 

This day life and death, shall be recorded, 0 
Israel, awake ! Arise and pray! Plead for life 
before God who dwells on high. (B644) 

0 God we impl ore Thee , for give us! 
Pardon and spare us, grant us mercy; 
Clear us and suppress iniquity. (B988) 

The crucial nature of the drama is clear: it is for life itself 

that Israel prays: "Let ransom be found to save us from the grave. " 

(B992) Yet despite the tension built during the hours of passionate 

pleading, the end result is never in doubt. Seated on the throne of 

mercy , acting graciously , pardoning sins even for transgressors, dealing 

generously with all morta s , (B966) God, self-revealed in the Thirteen 

Attributes, waits only fo r humanity ' s return: 

Until the dying day of man 
Thou dost wait for his repentance 
That he may be turned unto life. (B630) 

While the breath of life is yet in man, 
God looks fo r his creature to repent 
To grant man life and to prosper him. 

God is the King "who delights in life," (B32) the "Merciful Father" who 

"remembers all creatures to life." (Ibid.) In the Ne ' ilah service, as 

the final prayers become ever more fervent, assurances of God ' s mercy 
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multiply . Whatever the failings nf humankind, God is reliable. 

We are insolent, but Thou art gracious; 
We are obstinate, but Thou art longsuf fering; 
We are sinful , but Thou art merciful. {81004) 

The ultimate outcome, of a world to be perfected through en-

lightened human effort, was destined from the moment of creation. To 

this end, we have been "taught to confess all our iniquities •.. and 

cease to do violence • • . "so that we may be graciously r eceived into 

God's presence as promised . (81004) Plot and subplot reinforce each 

other in their resolution, as the national promise of the messianic 

visio1 lends purpose to annual individual teshuvah: 

Those who keep his laws will again be safe; 
When the faithful speak of Torah precepts, 
The Lord listens and records in a book. 
Mind your deeds , do not break the covenar.t! 
Heaven's Creator shall heed your prayer 
Which pleases Him better than offerings. (8242) 
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Pragmatism and dreams mingle in the resolution of the High Holiday 

drama. Having contemplated a world hanging in the balance, Israel is 

turned back to life, to Torah, to deeds . The day after Yorn Kippur will 

be a work day: a practical everyday phil0sophy will take hold: 

.Why should a living man complain? L~t him be 
content that he is aliv~ He is born for trouble 
and toil, let him be happy if he devotes his work to 
the true faith. His end will prove what he was at 
the beginning, so why should he feign to be what he 
is not. Besides, his own seal bears witness of his 
work, so why should he deceive? If he performs righteous 
deeds, they will follow him to his eternal home. If he 
is in quest of wi&dom, it will be his companion in old 
age . (8630) 

Yet the Ne 1 i lah service concludes with the Shofar's call and the words 

"Next Year in Jerusalem," a summons to hope that sets all daily life 

firmly in the context of the messianic dream. 
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Sound Effects. Few dramas are able to boast of a single sound 

effect as rich and complex in meaning as the shofar. Punctuating the 

Rosh Rashanah service just after the Torah readings and during the 

musaf Amidah, the shofar's call is elucidated by the accompanying 

shofarot verses . These verses call to mind the three historical settings 

on which the shofar has been or will be sounded. First, at Sinai, "the 

shofar blast grew louder and louder; Moses spoke, and God answered him." 

(B392) Later, the sh~ became incorporated into the Temple service. 

Among cymbals, lute, trumpets, flute, string~ and harp, the shofar was 

used in the sanctuary to mark the new moon and festival days . Finally , 

in the time that the prophets have foretold , "a great shofar shall be 

sounded" and all the lost and wandering tribes of Israel will be 

gathered again in Jerusalem. (cf . B394) 

The Rosh Hashanah yotser poem, melech amun maamarach alludes to 

still another meaning of the shofar's blast. The shofar, cut from a 

ram's horn, is an abiding symbol of the Akedah. As Abraham's faith was 

tested on Mt. Moriah, so Israel is tested annually on the High Holidays: 

The time for sounding the shofar in the manner 
prescribed has arrived; may thy tested peopl~ be 
favorably remembered t ' rough the sounding of the 
ram's horn. 

Abraham saw behind him a r um caught in the thicket 
by its horns. (El80) 

The Birnbaum mahzor supplements the liturgy's own references to 

the shofar 's significance by including passages from Maimonides ' Mishneh 

Torah (Teshuvab 3:4, 5 :1-2, 4, 8313; and De'oth l-6b, B314) in the 

in t roduction to the Shofar Service," and with an extensive footnote 

listing Saadiah Gacn's ten reasons for the sounding of the shofar. 

(8318-18) The same footnote recapitulates a Talmudic discussion involving 
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interpretations of the shofar ' s several notes. These supplements relate 

the shofar sounding to t he subplot of the drama (Sinai, the destruction 

of the Temple, the Day of J udgment, the restoration of Israel, ressurec­

tion), and also to the plot (the effort by individuals to gain insight 

and accomplish teshuvah). "The shofar," said Saadiah, "warns the people 

and stir s them to amend their life." (8317) Thus the shofar 's notes 

run like a leitmot if t~rough both the plot and subplot of the High 

Holiday dr ama. Played in a limited pattern of tones , the shofar can 

be heard differently, and can reveal a dif f e r ent meaning whenever it 

i i; heard . 

The Audience. In some sense , the audience of a play is never 

divorced from the action on stage. While certain conventions of space, 

light and focussed attention separate the characters from the audience , 

the effectiveness of any drama depends on its capacity to transcend its 

characters' particularity, and to reflect some universal human truth 

with which the audience can identify. There are even instances, like 

Verdi's Falstaff and Brecht's Three Penny Opera, where the houselights 

go up at the end , and the stage characters laugh at the convention of 

the character-audience sep ration . 

In the High Holiday drama, this separation is even more blurred 

because the members of the audience have lines to read , and comprehend 

themselves to be characters in t he plot and subplot: they are bot h 

individuals in need of redemptiou through prayer and teshuvah, and 

members of the Rouse of Israel. Yet in several places, the mahzor 

provides the congregation with a formal bridge between the passive role 

of audience and Lhe active role of being a main character. This bridge 

is the congregation ' s identifica~ion with the part played by t he chazzan 
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or sheliach tsibur at sensitive points in the service, particularly in 

the reshut passages before the Reader's Repetition of the Amidah, before 

the musaf, and at the beginning of the malchuyot, zichronot and shofarot 

verses. These sections of the services a r e especially demanding in that 

they a re long and complex. The Reader's Repetitions of the Amidah con-

tain the insertion of the kerovoth, or poet ic approaches composed 

specifically for inclusion in the Amidah. The Righ Holiday musaf has 

nine instead of seven blessings, as well as the malchuyot, zichronot and 

shofarot verses. Therefore, even learned congregants may depend upon 

listening t~ the sheliach tsibur to fulfill the mitzvah of participating 

. h 58 in t ese prayers. 

Technically , t he reshut passages ask God's permission to insert 

extra readings between the verses of the Amidah. But these prayers carry 

another burden as well. They are the occasions for the sheliach tsibur 

to give voice to a personal sense of awe and humility. The role carries 

great responsibility, for the sheliach tsibur is the emblem and voice 

of the entire community. The chazzan is the congregation's representa-

tive in the heavenl y courtroom, the attention directed toward the bimah 

involves both projection and identification. "Poor in worthy deeds," 

sings the chazzan, "l am horribly frightened in Thy presence. . . I have 

come to plead before Thee on :,ehalf of Thy people Israel, who have made 

me messenger •.• " (B326) 

Jewish pr ayer is typically "We-Thou; " the Jew stands before God as 

59 a member of the community. Yet in these reshut passages , yarati 

biftsoti and atiti lechanenach before the Rosh liashanah Amidah, (B211 , 

229) hineni he'ani mimaash (8325) before the recital of the Rosh 

Hashanah musaf, ohilah lael (B379) before the malchuyot zichronot and 
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shofarot verses, and emeicha nashati (B623) before the Yom Kippur Amidah , 

the sheliach tsibur prays in the first person. These prayers are the 

outpourings of an individual soul with whom congregants can identify. 

Paradoxically, it is just as the congregation is about to slip into 

the role of audience, just as they are about to disengage and relax 

while the sheliach tsibur takes over as their representative , that the 

liturgy offers this opportunity so intensely to identify with main 

character utterances. The theatrical impact of these moments is typical 

of a worship experience designed by brilliant dramatists . 
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CHAPTER II 

THE CENTENARY PERSPECTIVE 

Liturgy and the Social Context 

"Prayerbooks," Lawrence Hoffman has written, "are social documents . 

New prayerbooks represent a new social context. 111 Especially in the 

Reform movement, with its stress on the use of the vernacular and on 

meaningful worship, any significant shift in social context will affect 

the way that worshippers relate to the manifest content of prayer.
2 

Thus, a prayerbook, once the authentic expression of a large number of 

congregations, can eventually seem out of tune with the worshippers' 

values and sense of the world. 

One such shift occurred fo r the Reform movement in the 1950's and 

60's, as the effects of the Holocaust and the establishment of the State 

of Israel gradually permeated ever y corner of Reform awareness . Not 

only did these events have to be ment ioned in the l iturgy , but all 

prayer had to be reexamined. The loss of s ix million Jews, and the 

almost simultaneous achi evement of a Jewish homeland so powerfully 

touched the Jewish heart that nothing thereafter could be the same. 

It would be impossible in the scope of one thesis to trace all of 

the documentary evidence for this change in the Reform world view and 

sense of identity. I have therefore elected to analyse the background 

~nd substance of a single document that offers an authoritative c~psule 

summary of Reform Jurlaism in transition. This document is the Centenary 

Perspective. 



Published in 1976, the Centenary Perspective corresponds chron-

ologically to the composi tion of the revised liturgy. Both were re-

sponses , in di f ferent genres, to the dramatic events and to the social 

and technological changes of the last forty years. In its section on 

"What We Have Learned," the Centenary Pers pective enumerates the events 

and pressures that made a new understanding of Reform Judaism so urgent 

an undertaking: 

We con t inue to probe the extraordinary event s of the 
past generation, seeking to understand their meaning 
and to incorpor~te their significance in our lives. 
The Holocaust shattered our easy optimism about 
humanity and its inevitable progress. The State of 
Israel, through its many accomplishments raised our 
sense of the Jews as a people to new heights of aspira­
tion and devotion. The widespread threats to freedom, 
the problems inherent in the explosion of new knowledge 
and of ever more powerful technologies, and the 
spiritual emptiness of much of Western cultuce, have 
taught us to be less dependent on the values of our 
society and to r~assert what remains perennially valid 
in Judaism's teaching.3 

Chaim Stern's list of the forces that mandated the creation of a con-

temporary li turgy is strikingly s imilar to the Centenary statement: 

Ours has been a time of almost perpetual strife. By reason 
of our technological prowess in the art of warfare, the 
very continuance of human life on this planet i s 1'y no 
means assured. Our r.iviliza~ion is unstable; inf ormation 
has grown exponentially, wit out an equivalent growth in 
wisdom, we have experienced tremendous changes , material 
and intellectual . Some have been harmful, others bene­
ficial, but all of them have had their impact upon us. 
And we Jews have a lso experienced t he Holocaust and the 
rebirth of Israel~events that loom large in our con­
sciousness. To these, in particular have we attempted 
a response.4 
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It is clear that both the liturgy and t he Centenary document have had to 

struggle with the same set of external historical circums tances. 

Just as clearly, both the revised liturgy and the Centenary Per-

spective have tried to express Reform's internal perceptions and priorities. 
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The Centenary Perspective was , by express i nten t and execution, a stock-

taking exercise . Based on their knowledge of the Reform movement, its 

authors were conunissioned to dete rmine just what could be affirmed by 

the movement as a whole. Equally as real , though perhaps less explicit 

was the liturgy conunittee's mandate to tailor i ts under t aking t o the 

nature of contemporary Reform congregations. Chaim Stern's "Introduction" 

to Gates of Prayer expr esses great sensitivi t y to the mood of Reform in 

the 1970' s : 

We are a diversified peopl e . Within our Reform conununity 
are proponents of many viewpoints . There is disagreement 
among us on many issues. I t is our hope that Gat es of 
Prayer will uni t e us all in worship. We do not assume 
that a l l controver sy i s harmful; we do not pr esume to 
judge which controver sy is not 'for the sake of heaven': 
still less do we wish t o stifle the expression of views 
sincerely held . Ther efore in this prayerbook we have 
followed the principle that there are many paths to 
heaven's gates, that this prayer and tha t one, this 
service and tha t one,

5
may both have the power to lead 

us to the living God . 

While the liturgy committee, working somewhat earlier, couid not 

have kept a copy of the Centenary Perspective on their own conference 

table, the Pe rspective is signif icant and authoritative evidence of the 

state of the movement at the time when the new liturgy was being composed 

and edi ted. The Centenarv Per sp ~tive was accepted at the annual mee t -

ing of the CCAR in San Francisco on June 24 , 1976 by approximately 80% 

of the membership. 6 Both this high rate of acceptance , which sur passed 

the expectations of the committee, and the democra t ic process used in 

the composition and revision of the draft document,
7 

allow the Perspective 

to be viewed as an accurate pulse-taking of the spirit of Reform Judaism 

in the 1970 ' s. The historical moment, the lessons of recent history, 

some of the boundaries of Reform Jewish identity, and the channels 

j 



through which Reform Jews felt their aspirations and energies ought to 

flow wer e all defined in the Centenary document. 
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My purpose in examining the Centenary Perspective is to highlight 

those contemporary attitudes toward identity , belief and responsibility 

that had to be reflected in the revised li turgy if it was to be "accepted 

8 as a valid communal self-portrait. " 

In studying the Centenary Perspective, I have utilized the follow­

ing small group of s upplementar y sources: 

(1) After tne CCAR approved and published the Centenary ferspective, 

the committee members arranged with the CCAR Journal to publish a forum 

issue incorporating their personal commentaries on the basic document. 

Each committee member focused his remarks on a different section of the 

Perspec tive. These articles, published in Spring, 1977, were written by 

the committee members as individuals, and are not uniform in style or 

approach. While ~hese articles do not aspire to official status, they 

do represent the considered reactions of men who were ver y close to the 

Centenarx Perspective for the six months of its creation. 

(2) Eugene Borowitz ' s three volume commentary on the Centenary 

Perspective. Reform Jewish Thought, published in 1977 and 1978, expands 

and clarifies a document that was necessarily compressed and lacking in 

background information. My outline of the development of Reform until 

the 1960's, the spiritual discontent experienced during that period, and 

the ways in which the Centen&ry Perspective articulates an altered balance 

of symbolic language and group priorities depends heavily on Borowitz's 

explication. 

(3) To t~mper this reliance on an exposition written by the 

Centenar v Perspective's editor , I interviewed Joseph Glaser, Executive 
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\lice-President of the CCAR. A part of Glaser's informal critique of the 

Centenary Perspective is recorJed herein as a signal that the Centenary 

Perspective , while generally acknowledged to be a fair representation of 

the current state of Reform, did not receive unqualified universal 

acclaim. 

Refortn Judaism in Transition 

After a very brief outline of the universalist ideology of Classical 

Reform Judaism, this section of Chapter II will indicate the factors that 

undermined that ideology , and the specific pr oblems that emerged as 

Reform tried to hold on to this world view in the face of strong 

cha llenges to its val idity . 

The accomplishments of early or "Classical" Reform Judaism provided 

a way for Jews to remain Jewish while adapting comfortably to modern life. 

Exclusively a religion, Reform was able to fit into an appropriate social 

category , comparable to the churches of the Western world. Reform allowed 

Jews to see their religion as a source of prophetic teaching that could 

motivate them to contr ibute to the general ~mprovement of society. This 

emphasis on ethics and universal goals gave them ~ pala table rationale 

for divesting themselves of non-adaptive customs and restrictive halacha. 

At the same time, Reform justified these changes by making change itself 

an article of faith. Since Jews had been forced to let go of corporate 

self- government, Reform established individual autonomy as its central 

regulating principle. The fact that autonomous self-regulating Jews 

rould continue to subscribe to a rational , ethics-centered, liberal 

faith , reinforced by socie ty's great march forward, hardly seemed in 

doubt. 
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However , if there was any truth to the liberal world v i ew to 

which early Reform had so neatly adapted, it was a partial truth . All 

too soon, Jewry had to face a side of reality r epressed or ignored by 

liber alism. The Holocaust, the cr ea tion of the State of Israel, and 

the failure of modern culture to provide discernible positive values 

undermined the foundations of Reform ideology. The rat ional progressive 

Reform package that had functioned so well to help Jews accommodate to 

the modern world at t he end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th 

century was inadequate to help with the trauma and complexities that 

followed. 

Part of the liberal faith of Reform Judaism had been the " tenet 

that a morally progressing mankind will increasingly accept Jews as 

fellow citizens ..• t he Holocaust demonstrated the weakness in this 

faith. 119 Everything that Jews had done to accommodate themselves to 

the modern world, 

Jewish par ticipation in ever y area of national service 
and advancement , and the purposeful and calculated ad­
justment of Jewish life and Jewish priorit ies to the 
views of fellow citizens .• . these proved f ruitl ess and 
empty gestur es in the face of the unparalleled hatr ed 
evidenced by the Rolocaust.10 

Not only wa s the value rf Jewish effort to become a contributing part of 

general socie ty called into question, the very idea that society was 

perfec table could no longer be defended. 

The reality of the Holocaust shattered any facil e 
optimism in the essential goodness and inevitable 
perfectability of mankind •..• After t he Holocaust it 
is diff i cult to believe that merely by adjusting or 
replacing the political machinery of t he modern state 
and by s upporting education and cultural endeavors, 
one can with certain t y produce human beings, 
"mentschen. 11 11 
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Particularly stinging was the re~lization that it was during the adminis-

tration of a liberal Democratic President supported and championed by 

Jews, that the St. Louis was turned away from the coast of Flor ida, and 

the Joint Chiefs of St aff could find no way to bomb and thus to inac-

tivate Hitler's death camps . Even in America, where the liberal dream 

had seemed closest to realization, friends had failed: 

Almost all the institutions in which we placed our 
trust, the very human nature on which we counted 
eventually to bring j ustice into the wor ld-- these 
have betrayed us.12 

The establishment of the State of Is rael called Reform ' s assumptions 

into question in o t her ways. Early Reform Judaism had suppor ted the idea 

that Jews differed from their fellow cit izens only in religion. Yet the 

stirring of Jewish pride at t endant on t he bir th of Medinat Yisrael could 

not be denied. Jews wanted to be part of an "unassimilable peoplehood" 

whose will was creating a state ' ' that sat them apar t-proudly--from thei r 

fe ll ow citizens. 1113 

Furthermore , early Reform theor y had portrayed Jews acting in world 

his tory only as idea bearers, carrying the universal concept of ethical 

monotheism. The State Of Isr ael returned Jews as a people to the role of 

performers in the conflicts of history, a· d as builders of a coherent 

national culture. In support5ng th~ir Israeli sisters and brothers 

through times of triumph and peril, Reform Jews observed with pride 

Israel ' s development of a spe~~al style of dress, food, and music. Be-

cause of the Israeli revival of the Hebrew, and the use of tl1at language 

to create a vital modern literature, mastery of Hebrew by non-Israelis 

became an ac;; of ethnic and cultural identification. Gr1tdually, the 

e~tant Reform prayerbooks, the U~ion Pr ayerbook I and II, were judged 



to have too little Hebrew, and because of that--to seem not quite 

"Jewish" enough. Jewish particularism became attractive and popular. 

The ways of being Jewish extended fa r beyond the reach of religion 

alone . Many who could not relate to the Jewish religion found in 

their support of I s rael and t heir apprec iation of secular Israel i 

culture a valid way of expressing their Jewish identity. However , 

"Reform, having cast the Jewish people in the ahistorical r o l e of 

bearers of the r e l igious idea , made no r oom in its formul ations for 

the secular Jew. 1114 The 1937 Columbus Plat form , after all , had !':tated 

that: 

Though we r ecognize in the group loyalty of Jews 
who have become estranged f r om our rel igious 
tradition a bond which still unites them with us, 
we maintain that it is by i t s religion and fo r its 
r eligion that t he Jewish people has lived . 15 

The final factor that undercut the basic premises of ear ly Reform 

is less easy to piqpoint than the above mentioned historical even t s . 

When they ente red modern society, Jews found abundant intellectual and 

spiritual riches to explore . Their confrontation with Wester n culture 

was heady and exhilirating, and they embraced t:1e congenial worlds of 

the university , the arts, liter a ture. science and the professions with 

a fervent application of talent and industr y. So many paths outside of 
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Judaism seemed to lead to truth. Compared t o the surrounding at tractions, 

Judaism was like a familiar cousin acting as an escort at a party 

attended by glit tering and fascinating celebrities . "As long as we put 

our t rust in high culture , we had doubts about Judaisrn. 1116 Then , in the 

1940's, as shock and horror washed over us, we protested tha t the Germans 

had been the most "cultured" nation in Europe. How could such bestiality 

arise from a cultured nation? Moreover, even in our own society, the 



promises of high culture began to fall short of fulfillment ; 

. . . we have increasingly begun to doubt culture . We 
have been shocked by a science which wanted to know 
about things but set aside questions of r ight and 
wrong , by a technology which used science for profit 
yet at gr eat human cost, by a psychiatry which r arely 
cured , by writers and artists who exposed but could 
not exalt the human condition.17 
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In the political arena as i n the laboratories, museums and lecture 

halls, liberal dreams faded . In the chaotic decade of the 1960' s , 

Vietnam, Water gat e , assassinations , riot and cor r uption fue l ed t he head-

lines. Eugene ~orowitz expr essed dismay at "a society going pagan" as 

he wrote that "We have been s haken by what we have seen happen in human 

history. 1118 

The Reform message of tsedek tsedek t irdof that had impelled Jews 

in numbers far out of pr oport ion to t hei r percentage in the population 

to initiate and s upport programs of social justice began to sound 

quixotic ir. the face of problems that proved overwhelming: 

So much has failed : hat we once counted on that we 
are incr easingly skeptical of all nearly utopian 
proposals. We have come to see old pr oblems-­
ignorance, prejudice, exploitation--as far more 
complex than we thought. Wherever we turn, new 
and disturbing pr oblems face us-- Jewi sh survival 
despite democracy , world hunger despite productivity , 
overpopulation, the de, letion of resources and 
ecological disaster.19 

It is not that Reform Jews ceased to value cultur e as a source of 

joy and enrichment or technological progress as a source of hope for 

future survival. But ~hese t hi ngs alone could not provide direction and 

guidance. Nor did Reform Jews lose all hope that social action could 

achieve beneficent goals. But secular social action was no longer an 

adequate 3ubstitute fo r a religious tradition. 
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By the late J~60's , certainly by the early 1970' s, it was time to 

strike a new balance . The 1er y principles t ha t had made Reform an 

effective vehicle for car rying J udaism i nto the modern world wer e work-

ing against Reform in the post -modern worl d. 

The result of the Reform commitment to a utonomy was an exaggerated 

diversity of opinions, especially among t he most highly educated and 

deeply counnitted Reform Jews, t he r abbinic, teaching and leader ship 

strata: 

A hundred years ago our leaders may have worr ied about 
'agnostic tendencies. ' We must deal ~ith the theologi­
cal spectrum from mysticism to atheism, from halakhic 
Judaism to ' polydoxy. ' 

Now our movemen t itself is being polarized. The con­
trasts are cr ass . Unlike earlier controversies over 
Zionism and various aspects of social action, they 
deal with t he very foundations of our religious 
fellowship. 20 

On the congregational level , the sophisticated exer cise of autonomy 

required of Reform Jews was misunderstood to be a laissez faire per-

missiveness . 

Although we have officially J eft behind the 
position of 1885, 

wrote Jack Stern , one of the authors of the Centenary Perspective, 

I believe we are still nounded by the low image of 
Reform as a Judaism of minimalism and convenience. 
In response to the question ' What is a Reform Jew?', 
a confirmation student wrote the following: ' A 
Reform Jew is someone who doesn ' t wear a yarmulke , 
who doesn't light candles on Fr iday night , and who 
goes to Temple when he feels like it . •21 

Arnold Wolf, another Perspective author , wrote wryly that Reform had been 

"too successful": 

too many people identify themselves as Reform Jews. 
What they r eal ly mean is that they are non-practicing , 
unaffiliated individuals who are Jews in name only. 22 
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In addition , Reform's once proud commitment t o universalism had 

had two undesirable outcomes . In the 1960 s, other American e thnic 

groups heard i n the slogan "black is beautiful" encouragement to pre-

serve and assert t he beauty and pain of their ~ particularity. Reform 

Jews were momentaril y hurt and confused by the turn of e vents. It was 

no longer enough that Jews had marched in Selma, Alabama. Exclusive 

concentration on universal ism was out of date, and those who clung to it 

did so wi th a certain defensiveness : 

Those who grew up in and loved a Reform Judaism that 
subordinated particular ism to univer salism and those 
who were attracted to the movement by its refusal to 
be parochial naturally tried to defend the old 
ideological priorities. They saw in every effort to 
promote or encourage particularism a threat t o their 
basic faith. 23 

Secondly , as society ' s r einfor cement for Reform's universalist 

i deology diminished, the liturgy voicing that theme began to sound dated. 

The need fo r increased particularism in liturgy , precipitated by the 

Holocaus t and by the establishment of the State Of Israel, was thus 

intensified by a more generalized sense that our words no longer fit 

our experienre. Not only synagogue services, but all Reform observance 

came under fire. Some thought Reform's concentration on a limited 

selection of Jewish themes and modes of celebration too restrictive: 

Many people who grew up in t he Reform movement and 
had found it too cerebral, un celebrative, and other­
directed now wanted a Reform that was emotive , ritual 
minded and Jewish community orieoted . 24 

These individuals, brougltt up in Reform, r eceived support from an ever 

increasing number of Reform Jews f rom Eastern European backgrounds 

brought up in Cons ervative, Orthodox or unaffi liated homes that had re-

tained some flavor of "Yiddishkeit . " The newcomers either changed the 



style of classical Reform synagogues or they formed their own congrega-

tions, thus diversifying the Movement. 

As Reform grew and opened to change , its very str ength in en-

couraging individual and local autonomy threatened its stabil ity and 

survival. Living through successive generations in a mobile society , 

Reform developed an authority vacuum. Synagogue affiliation being 

voluntary, the relationship of members with the community ranged from 

deep involvement to tenuous association. No minhag America evolved, in 

the sense that com:nunity approval or disapproval might be anthoritative 

in regulating Jewish behavior: 

The neighborhoods to which we moved were less co­
hesively Jewish. Observance decreased, commitment 
was low, ignorance and apathy were the rule. What 
one could do and still be accepted among Jews widely 
increased. Within ourselves we were no longer sure 
of what a "good Jew" was.25 
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Even if the sense of community were strong enough to encourage conformity, 

on what basis could a purposefully changing and diverse c-onununity 

exe rcise its authority? 

Unable to draw on the authority of community standards, Reform 

s till negated the commanding power of traditional standards of author ity: 

Torah , halacha and God. For R.. fo rm, Torah was the product of a hwnan 

process. Halacha was a human institution, and its strictures wer e con-

sidered non-binding. And while ethics wer e commanded by God, it wasn't 

really necessary to believe in God, since, following Kant's example, the 

primacy of moral law could be established by the exercise of human 

26 reason . "No special experience o r act of faith was involved. To have 

a mind and use it entailed the command to be ethical. 1127 

From what principle then, could the autonomous Reform Jew derive 

the "ought ' ' , the s hould," and the "must" that a human being needs to 



keep behavior consistent, serious and committed? Why would any Reform 

Jew say , " I can't do that because I am Jewi sh," or "I must do that 

because I am Jevish"? 
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The 1937 Columbus Platform indic'ated that customs, symbol s and 

ceremonies should be retained if they possessed "inspirational value"-­

that is, if they reinforced the desire t o behave ethically and to work 

to improve s ociety. These were indeed principles of selection and 

potential sources of motivation. However, as many Reform Jews dis­

covered, the connection between lighting Shabbat candles and considering 

oneself an "ethical person" was rather thin . By the 1960' s and 70 ' s, 

even these limi ted pr inciples bad l ost their broad power to energize 

and compel Jewish decision making. 

Crisis and Resolution 

Thi s section of Chapter I I will describe the circumstances of the 

Centenary Perspective's composition, and will characterize rather broadly 

the two dominant tendencies in Reform that had to be considered by 

~latform ~rriters and the litur gy committee alike. 

In the spring of 1975, whi\e the liturgy committee of the CCAR was 

finishing the manuscript of Gates of Prayer, the CCAR itself was under­

going a severe crisis. Although in its surface manifestation, the cr isis 

involved only the ca talytic question of officiat ing at mixed ma r riages, 

the members r eal ized tha t the issue was symptomatic of many othe r 

problems. Groundwor k for the crisis had actual l y been laid over a 

period of twenty years . The real issues were authority vs. f reedom, 

and the very closely related issue of universalism vs. particularism. 

~ 
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For about t'l.'enty years , there had been "agitation" to produce a 

Reforo guide to r eligi ous practice. Those who favored production of 

t he guide hoped that it would accomplish three goals: the reduction 

of anything-goes "anarchy" in Reform pract ice, the restoration in 

:nodern guise of Jewish interest in halacha ("detailed instruction for 

action"), and the opening of some form of communication with K'lal 

Yisrael, especially the traditional rabbinate in Israe1. 28 The oppo-

nents of the guide denounced any action that would intimate a willing­

"9 ness to make "spineless concessions" to orthodoxy.- Insisting on 

freedom as a primary value , they objected to any form of "official 

guidance". Their fear was that recommended options '"-'ould quickly 

turn into expected norms of behavior. 1130 Extending this fear, they 

worried that a revival of halacha would lead to sanctions, and thus to 

the end of intellectual and spiritual autonomy in Reform. 

The underlying question , then, in the mixed marriage controversy, 
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was one of authority: "By what right did any group of Reform Jews tell 

31 any other groups of Reform Jews what they ought to do?" This question, 

being uhanswerable, could have paralysed the Reform rabbinate. However, 

there was general agreement among ReforD rabbis that there were serious 

needs within the community that had to be attended to. Reform Jewry 

could not afford to have its leadership become mired in a single problem. 

Io the early 1970's , two sociological studies of the Reform move-

ment, one commissioned by ~he CCAR (Rabbi and Synagogue in Reform 

Judaism, Theodore I. Lenn , 1972) , and one by the UAHC Long Range Planning 

Commissior (Reform.!.!~ Verb, Leonard J . Fein et al., 1972) had pointed 

to major flaws in the Reform pic ture. 

a 



According to both the Lenn and Fein studies, the Reform Jewish 

population of the early 1970 ' s constituted a well educated , largely 

professional and executive group.
32 

It was a population that might be 

expected to demand sophisticated and high quality intellectual exper-
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iences in any context . Yet the studies showed that the adults surveyed 

had minimal Jewish educations, 33 and that they had been unsuccessful in 

communicating basic Jewish values to t he younger generat ion. 34 Moreover, 

while both studies reveal ed a str ong general impulse to affirm Jewish 

identity,35 Jewish identity itself was shown to be an undefined concept 

36 for most Reform Jews . The Fein study sought and did not find any 

evidence of a coherent articulated Reform Jewish ideology . "If there is 

an ideology o( Reform Judaism, the evidence suggests that it is largely 

irrelevant as a shaper of the values and opinions of Refo~m Jews. 1137 

~~ile both studies showed that approximately 80% of the populations 

surveyed considered a pnsitive feeling of Jewish identity to be ex-

tremely important, Fein commented that "people with very potent Jewish 

instincts felt that they [had] no way of supporting those instincts in-

38 tellectually." Not only was this contradiction painful, it had a 

profoundly negative effect on Judaism's survival into the ~ext genera-

tion. "It is extremely difficult co transmit instincts to the young 

when the justification for those instincts has been lost or is un­

certaio.1139 Another factor limiting Reform Judaism ' s cransmissab]lity 

was its low level of affect in the realm of substantive, sensory, ex­

pressive Jewish experience. 40 

I n sum, both studies drew the picture of a highly educated com-

munity expecting lit tle from Judaism on either the intellectual or 

experiential leve1. 41 It was a community that did not define itself as 

a 



"religious , 1142 and that did not equate Jewish identity with belief in 

God . 43 It gathered in congregational groups largely for the purpose of 

educating the young so that t hey would retain Jewish identity44--yet it 

had not commit ted i tself to t he necessary intellectual or experiential 
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probing that would make Judai&m collllllunicable to a new generation. Reform 

Jewry as depicted by bot h Fein and Lenn was a co1IDDunity in dire need of 

active guidance and support. 

ln a time of spiritual confusion and search, what 
Refor m Jews needed more than an emphasis on their 
freedom was sc~e counsel as to what their leader s 
thought they ou~ht to be doing with it to live 
their Judaism.4 

When the vote on mixed marriage came up in 1973 , the problem of 

authority vs. freedom was still unsettled. Aside from judging t he mixed 

marriage issue on its own merits , those who voted against the resolution 

feared it was the opening wedge of a Reform turn to halacha. "They 

were fearful l~st the CCAR now move into other realms of practice such 

as Shabbat observance or keeping kosher , overriding individual autonomy, 

and, in this ins t ance, the autonomy of rabbis to do what seemed right 

t:> them. 1146 

Aside from confusion about sanctions--who would apply them and on 

the basis of what authority-- antagonism to any hint of halacha in Reform 

was related to another issue: what direc tion should Reform take in the 

future? There were two camps--those who favored an increase in particular-

istic Jewish expression in P.eform, and those who wanted to retain the 

primacy of universalistic concerns. The p~o-particularism group fear ed 

that Reform would continue to inspire only token Jewish observance and 

responsibility, thus continuing its isolation from other Jewish groups 

and promoting slow assimilation . This "spiritual Holocaust," they 

I 



thought, was the ''unthinkable act for a modern Jew. " 4 7 On the other 

hand, the pro-universalism group remained proud of the accomplishments 

of Reform in bring Jews into modern society. They feared the approach 

of a ''new parochialism" and the encroachment of "sel f-ghettoization" of 

48 
chought and behavior. 

One can see most of the Reform rifts of the past fou r 
decades or more as skirmishes over this fundamental 
issue of revising the place of our specific Jewish 
duties in our religious life . Thus the tensions over 
Zionism, ritual, the ~se of Hebrew, the State of Israel, 
the cantor, the maintenance of a rabbinic school in 
New York, the introduction of the Sefardic pronunc:a­
tion of Hebrew, the possibility of prayerbooks opening 
from right to left , and, climactically, rabbis per­
forming intermarriage all might be considered part of 
an effort to change our movement from being essentiallz 
devoted, as it were , to Reform rather than to Judaism. 9 

97 

The rabbinic argument over whether to perform mixed marriages was there-

fore, in large part, an argument over whether the Reform cotmnunity would 

be closed or open, particularistic or universalistic in its stance. 

For all of these interralated and long-standing reasons, the vote 

on mixed marriage seemed for a time to threaten the corporate continuity 

of the CCAR. President Robert Kahn's address to the June 1975 Centennial 

convention was an attempt to reconcile opposing f~ctions by setting the 

controversy in the widest p~ ·sible perspective. lieginning with an 

analysis of the divisions within Jewry as a whole, Kahn then narrowed 

his focus to the divisions in ~eform. "We need." he said, "to find a 

definition of our movement which can pull together its disparate 

factions. 1150 The strongest statement in Kahn ' s address was its brief 

oanifesto on Jewish survival: "We pledge ourselves to the survival of 

tne Jewish people. We will share the responsibility for that survival 

with all our hearts and all our might. We affirm the priority of every 

a 



d .. s1 Jewish nee . The thrust of this statement was to become the corner-

s tone of t he Centenary PaLopective . As he completed his remarks, Kahn 
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justified and encouraged diversity as long as differing approaches could 

be maintained with mutual r espect : 

••. we affirm the right of Rabbis and congregations 
to cont inue t he process of interpret ing the Je"1ish 
faith by the varied responses of intellect, emotion 
and temperament which characterize all human life , 
and to continue to search as individuals and as 
congr egations for more light and mor e love, seeking 
not in mutually exclusive nor competitive ~ays, but 
with mutual r espect , to fos t er the growing values of 
our faith. 52 

By the end of the convention, a cormnittee had been appointed to examine 

Kahn ' s speech, and to move f rom i t to a more official, democratically 

developed expr ession of Reform unity . The conunittee appointed was 

" bl . ,.53 reasona y representative. By March, 1976 , a draft , cir culated to 

all Conference members , had evoked 200 writ ten r esponses. The chairman 

of the committee then telephoned 5% of the membership, and the committee 

discussed the d raft with groups of collegues and lay people to get more 

eAtended feedback . In June , 1976, the finished document was accepted by 

approximately 80% of the CCAR ' s members. President Kahn's dif fusion of 

the crisis had been effective. l o working out a statement that e::p ressed 

t heir areas of agreement and tolerance, the CCAR had decided that a 

nominally cohesive Reform movement s t ill had a message to impart. They 

found themselves able to agree to disagree without rend ing the existing 

structure of Reform. 

Although the Cent ena r y Pers pective i s being used here as an indi-

cator of the s tate of Reform Judaism at the t ime of the composit ion of 

the revised li t urgy, the significance of this document should not be 

thereby blown out of proportion. To accompl ish their purpose of stating 
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"the unity uncierlying our movement," the committee produced a "minimalist 

statement, 1154 held in check by a keen awareness of the factions it was 

intended to yoke together. "It is not a trail-blazing document , nor 

was it intended to be. It is, rather . a boundary marking document, 

descriptive rather than prescriptive . 1155 [A full reprinting of the 

Centenary Perspective in this paper can be found on pp . 272-278 of 

Chapter V.] 

The Centenary Per spective: an Adaptation to the Post-Modern World 

The forego i ng sections of Chapter II have described rather care-

fully the background of the Centenary Pe rspective. The r emainder of 

this chapter will analyse the document itself, pinpointing at the end 

the themes that required expression in the revised liturgy. 

The Centenary Perspective sits uneasily astride past and future. 

It tries to hold on to the positive and cr eative accomplishments of 

class ical Reform, while tentatively adjus ting to a problem-ridden 

present and an uncertain future. Accordingly, the Centenary Perspective 

retains and tempers the principles of universalism ~nd autonomy, but 

asserts two balancing terms, survival and peoplehood, to create a 

dialectic that mirrors the current diversity of the movement. Eugene 

Borowitz describes the dialec tic nature of the document as follows: 

I f I had to character ize the fundamental thrust of 
this document , I would say that it i s rigorously 
dialectical . An older Reform Judaism could be 
satisfied to stress the individual-ethical­
universal theme alone. We certainly do not want 
t o give up that faith. Indeed. I think there is 
no more f orthright statement of the commitment of 
Reform Judaism to personal autonomy than is to be 
found in this document. But we have learned that 



we ar e also concerned with the communal--traditional-­
particular side of being a Jew. Our predecessors 
thoroughly subordinateJ these values to their 
universal concerns . We cannot in good conscience 
easily do that. Our tas k, then , is to find a way 
to balance the one set of conuni tmen ts against the 
ot her . Our movement and thus this document are 
str uggling to learn to hold these diverse beliefs 
in s t eady tension with one another.56 

Retaining and Tempering Two Basic Principles of Classical Reform: 

Universalism and Autonomy. 
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The Centena.!Y_ Perspective continues the Reform tradition of univer-

salist teaching . The word universalism 1.s one of Reform Judaism ' s 

symbolic terms. One may define "universalism" as a level of concern 

that is not parochial , (ie) not limit ed to the affairs, aspirations, 

sufferings and satisfact ions of J ews alone. The Centenary Perspective 

expresses s uch non-parochia l attitudes and concerns in several places. 

"It now seems self-evident" says the document, "that our tradition should 

interact with modern culture, that i ts forms ought to reflect a con-

temporary esthetic. • ,,57 Our religion carries t he "Messianic hope 

58 that humanity will be r edeemed ." And, through the actions that are 

"the primary expression of a religious life," Jews "s t r ive to achieve 

' 9 universal justice and peace. " In these phr ases , the Centenary 

Pe rspective upholds a 100 year old Reform t r adition of universalism. 

However, several qualifications have been made . It is noted that 

the rest of humanity. . '' r emains largely concerned with dangerously 

60 par ochial goals. " For this reason, our obligations to the Jewish 

people and our obligation to all humanity, which until the recent past 

d • fl. 61 appeare congruent , now sometimes con ict. l\h ile "substantial 

numbers. . . have accepted our t eachings that the ethics of universalism 

LIBRA ft 
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implicit in traditional Judaism must be an explicit part of our Jewish 

62 
duty ... " "some still disagree." Untempered enthusiasm for universal 

goals is no longer an adequate response to contemporary Jewish realities. 

In redefining Judaism's mission, "we no longer speak of Jewish purpose 

essentially in terms of Jewry ' s service to humanity . 1163 "A universal 

concern for humanity unaccompanied by a devotion to our particular people 

is self-destructive; a passion for our people without involvement in 

k d di h h h h .. 64 human in contra cts w at t e prop ets ave meant to us. 

The second Reform doctrine sal1aged and given new life in the 

Centenary Perspective is the principle of individual autonomy . Eugene 

Borowitz claims that no Refonn document expresses "the Refonn commitment 

to individual freedom this plainly and this positively. 1165 He counts 

ten "affirmations" or autonomy: First, there is an explicit " commitment 

to personal freedom." "Refonn Jews respond to change in various ways, 

according to the Reform principle of the autonomy of the individual." 

Then there is Reform' s "inclination to foster diversity." An "under-

sLanding of the complexity of our times" leads to an "acceptance of the 

diversity" that r esults as individuals find their own personal solutions 

to life 1 s problems. "A belief in process". . ani "a broad stance''. . • 

enable Reform to remain "open to any position advocated in the spirit of 

Reform belief. 1166 The Centenary Perspective itself a llows for differing 

"interpretation and application of the ideas enunciated" therein. 
67 

Not 

only does the Centenary Perspective accept this diversity, but it accepts 

"such differences as precious" and values diversity as preeminently 

adaptive. "We see in (such differences] Judaism' s best hope for con-

f f 
,.68 

ronting what ever the future holds or us. Maintenance of a diver-

sified idea pool seems to be this generation's equivalent of our 

• 
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ancestors ' keeping gold jewelery sewn into their coats so they ' d be ready 

to travel . With respectable Reform positions occupying a broad spectrum, 

Jei.rs are s till ready to "travel" in any direction . 

However , no matter how precious individual freedom, the exer cise 

of autonomy must meet certain conditions . The risk always inherent in 

Reform Judaism is that it "treats people with full personal dignity, and 

they may then act irresponsibly. 1169 Many Jews have t aken Reform's teach-

ing about the right of individual choice as a sanction to do only what is 

personally convenient. "For Reform Judaism that is the primal E>in, for 

making one ' s basic choices frivolously is using one' s unique human power 

in a way that demeans it and thus lessens oneself . 1170 

Therefore, three condit ions guide the exercise of autonomy. First, 

Reform Jei.rs must have full knowledge of Jewish tradition, because autonomy 

exercised in ignorance is not real choice. 

Within each area of Jewish observance, Reform Jews are 
called upon to confront the claims of Jewish tradition, 
hoi.rever differently perceived , and to exercise their 
individual autonomy, choosing and creating on the basis 
of commitment and knowledge.71 

Second , while Reform Jews are encouraged to act and to advocate 

positions freely, they should do so "in the spirit of Reform Jewish 

bel . f ,.72 ie s. 

autonomy, 

While Reform Jews are genuinel y conunitted to personal 

we are also committed to continuity of Jewish 
tradition, and we see the former limited by the 
latter even as Reform has always stressed that 
the latter is limited by the former.73 

Finally , limits are set on uninformed or f rivolous debate by setting 

74 up expectations of learning , thoughtfulness, and conscientious advocacy. 

With these guidelines, the writers of the Centenarv Perspective hoped 



to keep the diversity engendered by intellectual autonomy within 

bounds: 

in all our diversity we perceive a certain unity, 
and we shall not allow our differences in some

75 particulars to obscure what binds us together. 

Introducing Balance : The Principle of Peoplehood. 

Some measure of the underlying unity of the movement was actually 

present in the debate on mixed marr iage, as each side tried t o demon-

strate how its posttion would better insure the ultimate survival and 

welfare of the Jewish people: 

A consensus did emc~ge from that protracted debate 
among both those who performed and those who did not 
perform interfaith marriages •.• the appropriate 
litmus in arriving at one's own course of action 
was the best interests of the people. Other con­
siderations seemed adjudged secondary.76 

103 

In using peoplehood as one of the parameters of their debate, the 

rabbis simply extended the widespread revival of peoplehood-consciousness 

that pervaded their movement. Because of the Holocaust and the establish-

ment of Israel, and because of the perceived limitations of a strongly 

universalistic stance, most Reform Jew8 today have a far greater couununal 

77 and historical sense of authorj y. The first paragraph of the 

Cent~ Perspective, assessing "what we have taught for 100 year s ,'' 

focuses primarily on "Rt::form Judaism as part of the Jewish people, 

78 rather than a particular society or humanity as a whole." 

This assertion of peoplehood is used throughout the Centenary 

Perspective as a balance for the principles of universalism and autonomy. 

PeopJchood and universalism are held in dynamic tension: 

We have come to • .mderstand that a concern with the needs 
of all humanity without an equal concern for our own 
people leads to a denial of the priority of our own 



continued existence ••• But, to deny our service to 
humanity denigrates the call at Sinai and the prophetic 
emphasis.79 
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At the same time, the notion that Jewish peoplehood is a category 

of mandatory concern limits the absolute exercise of autonomy: 

If our membership in the Jewish people is so much a 
part of our being, then it legitimately may make 
claims on us. Our basic Reform principle of personal 
autonomy now has another premise with which to share 
power in our lives: Jewish responsibility.BO 

For all of the document ' s protestations that it encourages diversity, 

the emphasis on peoplehood established a clear boundary that cannot be 

81 transgressed without spid tually leaving Reform. Reform Jews can no 

longer insist that Judaisan is a private matter--experienced solo as 

they say "We are Jews inside. " "To be a Jew is to be part of a 

people. "82 

Yet peoplehood is not conceived of as a purely ethnic category: 

it is also a reli~ious category. Abraham ' s family of Near Eastern 

wanderers became a people only after Abraham and others in the family 

developed a r e lationship with God. The Centenary Perspective calls 

Jud:iism an " uncommon union of faith and peoplehood."83 

Already in biblical times the Je1o1s believed that there 
was One God in all the world nd that God was the God 
of their people in a very special and intimate way. 
Even when the Jews left their native land through 
exile and dispersion, they retained this faith. 
Losing the normal attributes of nationality, they 
did not give up thPir ethnicity.84 

For the Centenary Pe rspective, the dominant God-experience is that 

which the Jews encountered as a people. Little is said about individual 

religious experience, or about the relations hip that humanity as a whole 

might have with God. The concentration is on the connection between the 

"affirmation of God" and "our people's will to survive • .,BS 
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As consciousness of God once made the Jews a people, consciousness 

of God-shaped peoplehood may now keep Jews religious: 

If one sees one ' s personal relation to God as part of 
the Jewish people 's historic Covenant relation with 
God, a more richly traditional sense of authority 
emerges.86 

This sense of authority reposing in peoplehood is used to support the 

obligation of r eligious practice: 

While ethical obligations are validated by the divine 
authority who commands the ethical deed , r eligious 
practice as Reform perceives it or iginates not with 
the divine but with the Jewish people in the course 
of its historic encounter with the divine.87 

Another Balancing Element: Survival. 

In order to perpetuate themselves as a people, and in order to 

perpetuate their people's receptiveness to God, Reform Jews are called 

on here to select and to maintain some of the religious practices that 

~ave uniquely characterized historic Jeuish identity. The task they 

undertake as a people is not merely to assure physical survival, but to 

assure their survival as Jews. 

The obligation to survive has two implications. First-, in the 

face of continued commitment to univei al values which urge Jews to 

keep working for general human betterment, a comparable commitment to 

Jewish survival forces Reform Jews to reconsider priorities . With 

resources increasingly limited , Jews have to confront even harder choices: 

how much time and money can be devoted to universal causes while im-

portant Jewish needs are understaffed and underbudgeted? The Centenary 

Perspective registers keen awareness of r.his dilemma, but offers no 

solution. 
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The second implication of the obligation to survive is that 

healthy diversity necessarily has limits . Good survival inst incts urge 

Reform Jews to avoid endless dissension or radical discontinuities of 

behavior and ideology. Like t he term peoplehood, survival is used in 

the Centenary Perspective to offset the concept of absolute autonomy. 

However, survival is used in the Centenary Perspective as much 

more than a balancing el ement. I t is understood in a " highly symbolic 

as well as in a literal way. "88 Jewish survival is first of all a 

sign that God is real. 

Unique among all peoples on earth, Jews have had a 
continuous collective experience since the beginning 
of recorded history.89 

Some see in this survival evidence of God ' s steadfast purpose and power 

ove r history. Others turn the equation around, and see Jewry's con-

tinued openness to "new exper iences and conceptions of the Divine" as 

the root of that survival. 90 

While for Reform, the symbolic connotation of Jewish survival 

may be a post-Holocaust phenomenon , the concept is not new to Judaism: 

Jews have always known that their existence had more 
than tribal worth. So they took courage from knowing 
that their struggle to exist and to do so in decency 
was substantially for God's ~ake. And they hoped that 
as they put forth their effort so God would, in the 
mysterious ways that God affecls human affairs help 
them. We today are far less likely to awai t God's 
active providence. Yet we also believe that as we work 
for our people, we work for what is most precious and 
significant in the ~niverse and draw its power to 
ourselves.91 

In sum, the Centenary Perspective attempted to fill the author ity 

vacuwn by balancing the comfortably familiar Reform code-words . univer-

saliSlll and autonomy with '.:WO powerfully symbolic concepts , peoplehood 

and su~vival. The Centenary Perspective could now r equire ritual 



107 

observance, tsedakah, and the maintenance of a Jewish home enriched by 

family devotion~if not for tneir intrinsic mer it and delight--at 

least for the sake of Jewish survival. Yet because all four terms are 

held in balance, the idea of survival is not limited to maintenance of 

a gene pool or preservation of accumulated folkways. Jewish survival 

remains the continuation of an ancient story of God-seeking and revela-

tion leading to an ultimate messianic culmination. The Jewish people, 

God-touched , must survive in history as a testament, and as a potential 

conduit for ongoing revelation. The next section of this c~apter will 

examine the Centenary Perspective ' s treatment of the two traditional 

sources of authority: God and Torah. 

Tite Authority of Ongoing Experience: God. 

Doing something "for the sake of" a principle implies one kind of 

authorit y. However, there is anot her kind of authority possible in 

religious life - that is the existential authority of ongoing experience. 

In its paragraph on God, the Centenary Perspective refers to Judaism ' s 

"struggle through the centuries to preserve • •• faith." In the course 

of this struggle, "we have expPrienced and conct:ived of God in many 

ways."92 The implication is that Jewish theology has not been an ab-

stract invention, but a genuine response to living situations . The 

eternal truths of one generation have sufficed until subsequent genera-

tions encountered problems to which inherited revelations proved un-

responsive: 

As we now study the record of the way Jews historically 
have talked about God, it seems quite clear that time 
and temperament, culture and personality have always 
had a part in shaping Jewish views about God . 93 
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Reform Judaism itself is a case in point. The 1875 Pittsburgh 

Platform referred t o a "God-idea. " In 1937, the Columbus Platform 

spokP. in liturgical phrases of the "One Living God who rules the 

world ••• Lord of the Universe • . . our merciful Father. " The Centenary 

Perspective avoids both the astr1ngency of an intel lectual label and 

the security of familiar prayer terminology. Aside from references to 

God's "reality" and God's "eternali ty", the focus of the God paragraph 

in the Centenary Perspective is on the receiving human spirit. The 

keynote for Reform in the 1970's is "encounter." 

The present generation , while not denying the validity 
or value of the intellectual approach to God, recog­
nizes that Judaism has been and today should be 
equally hospitable to those whose relation to God is 
of that more personal, inexpressible, varied sort we 
call experience. 94 

The move from "strict rationalism to a tone of existential en-

1195 . h f h l Lounter is a necessary c ange or a movement t at can no onger agree 

on descriptions, categories, or definitions. 

The language of the Perspective, in speaking of God, 
as in all matters is i ntentionally general. • . The 
intent was to point to the centrality of God in our 
religious life, not to dictate which of that spectrum 
of Jewish understandings should be appropriated as 
one's own. Relation to God is l ~ld up as normative, 
not any one way of thinking of God.96 

Some members of the CCAR, among them Joseph Glaser (conversation, 

}~rch 9, 1980) regret that the Centenary Perspective did not eA'l'licitly 

call for a "profounder faith in God on the part of Reform' s adherents." 

Glaser ' s concern, which itself points to the continuing post-

Centenary Perspective diversity in Reform, runs on two levels. Ln the 

course of visits with congregations around the country, Glaser has 

recognized "a real hunger . • • an awful thirst for spiritual sustenance'' 

= 
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among Reform Jews ••• "People are becoming aware that they really are 

children of God: they 're looking toward their transcendental roots to 

find meaning in life." ln contrast to this yearning among congregants 

for some guidance in extending their spir.itual reach, Glaser sees the 

centenary Perspective as merely a "theological statement of condition.'' 

Downplaying the potential power of the encounter idea, Glaser 

sees the actual text of the Centenary Perspective ' s God paragraph as 

tentative , even reticent. The paragraph begins by noting the historical 

connection between Judaism ' s "affirmation of God" and the Jewish 

people's "will to survive." It then refers to the many ways in which 

Jews have conceived of God through the centuries , and to the current 

difficulty of maintaining "steady belief and clear understanding" in the 

light of the "trials of our time . " The paragraph assets , however, that 

God ' s reality is the foundation of a Jew ' s personal life. It therefore 

expresses Reform's willingness to experience further growth in the way 

that the Divine can be conceived . 97 The paragraph ' s emphasis is on 

human change rather than on affirming God 's enduring power to give 

meaning, sanctity and value to life. In cr eating a platform that would 

be acceptable to all vocal factio 1s of the rabbinic community, the 

committee perhaps failed to create the rallying cry and inspiration 

what would have met the needs of average Jews as Joseph Glaser perceives 

them. 

The second level of Glaser's concern is with the authority ques­

tion. The Centenary Perspective's paragraph on God speaks of "affirma­

tior." of God, "experiences" of God, "conceptions" of God, and of ground­

ing "our lives, personalty and communally, on God ' s reality." Response 

and obedience to God as M'tzavah are not explicitly mentioned. The 
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closest the Centenary Perspective comes to the notion that God "cmmnands" 

che mitzvot is in the paragraph on Obligations: 

Our founders stressed that the Jew's ethical respon­
sibilities personal and social, are enjoined by God. 
The past century has taught us that the claims made 
upon us may begin with our ethical obligations , but 
they extend to many other aspects of Jewish living. ~8 

The reader is free to determine how to read these two sentences. If the 

sentences are to be read as separate units, the "claims made upon us" 

t oday stand apart from the eLhical responsibilities which our founders 

s tressed in that the former are not necessarily col!Dllanded by God. But 

if the sentences are to be connected, God is the agent for both the 

ethical and the "other" clai111S. Joseph Glaser ~sserts firmly that for 

Reform Jews to feel called upon to change their life styles and to 

undertake the obligations listed in the Centenary Perspective, the 

authority of peoplehood and its survival is not enough. "The Obligor 

must be a ' M'tzaveh ' ," he says. 

Glaser's critique of the Centenary Perspective is impor tant to note 

in that it s ignifies an ongoing dialogue within the movement. Despite 

broad acceptance, the Centenary Perspective ~ id not claim to solve all 

problems or settle all issues, particula rly in the a rea of faith . In 

matters of theology, the Centenary Perspe ·t i ve col!Dllittee found , all that 

can bind us together is "our unashamed admission of uncertainty. 1199 

Without condemning or repudiating, we admit that the 
answers of t he past do not alwabs satisfy our mental 
search and emotional outreach.l 0 

Authority and authenticity in the area o f theology come only from whole-

hear:ed participation in the proces s of search. 
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~ Auth"rity of Ongoing Experience: Torah. 

The same emphasis on process pervades the paragraph on Torah. 

Uniquely vivid in the chain of Jewish creativity, the Torah testifies 

to the continuity of the human spiritual process: 

The Bible is important then, not because it records 
the first time people ever came into relationship 
with God; but it is the earliest record which testifies 
to a continuity of such experience with God and which 
discloses an unprecedented freshness of contact with 
God over centuries.101 

Fr::im this organic beginning, Torah, or teaching, came to be "produced in 

every age. ,,lOl Theo Centenary Perspective says that "gifted Jews in every 

age amplified the Torah tradition . ,,lOJ Whether their legacy - Talmud, 

Codes, Couunentaries, midrash, theology liturgy or mystical writings, is 

simply a record of human aspiration to understand God, or whether these 

writings were actually produced by Divine inspiration working t~rough 

spiritually sensitive people, "all share in common the recognition that 

Torah is found .at the conjunction of the realm of the human with the 

realm of the divine. ,.l0
4 

Reform Judaism sees a spiritual quality in much 

105 Jewish creath•i.ty beyond the Oral Torah even in modern times. 

The existential nature of Torah ' s authority, that is, authority 

authenticated y a continuous process verifiable by our own living ex-

peri ence of creativity and inspiration, has several implications. 

First, since "what happened at Sinai. • . was only one 
of a series of historic occurrences continuing into 
the present . •• how ..:ews should serve God could not 
be r estricted to one pattern authorized by one group, 

106 but had to come more directly from the people itself. " 

Responding to God's reality with a sense that we must reflect it in our 

lives, ""·e alone fill in the details of what w~ must do. We thus create 

107 religion, its institutions, and its practice." Reform differs with 
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Conservative and Reconstructionist thought on this point only in the 

allocation of the people ' s power to respond and create. Conservative 

Judaism channels the ongoing process of Torah's divine/human creativity 

through established rabbinic structures. Reconstructionism envisions 

some sort of democratic council to regulate change. Reform stresses the 

primacy of individual conscience. 11The individual Jew must be the final 

arbiter of what is living Torah. 11108 Thus one effect of pr ocess rather 

than product ' s being authoritative in Torah is the validation of autonomy . 

The second implication of the ongoing process of Torah creation is 

that Torah in its broadest sense has acquired the s tatus of durable trut h . 

A core of definable value, dependable and tested over time, has served as 

"elevation, inspiration - dit'ection , central to Judaism's t'e ligious affir­

mation" throughout its history •109 Jews can ther efore rely on Tot'ah' s 

essential teaching to guide them through the vagaries of current confusion . 

While contemporat'y teaching continues to grow and change as part of the on-

going existential process, Torah as a whole commands respect, attention and 

loyalty. It represents the "log" of a spiritual journey. llO Bor n of a 

living exper i euce, Torah and the ongoing chain of Jewish teaching continues 

to speak to contemporary life as it guides tht curren t selection of Jewish 

obligations. 

The New Dialectic in Action: Three Applications . 

The foregoing has been an analys is of the Centenary Perspective ' s 

ideological stance. On the basis of this stance , which carefully balances 

universalism and particularism, autonomy and authority, and experiential 

process and recorded tradition, the !-entenary Pers pective addresses the 

tollowi ng three questions: How shall Jews l i ve as Jews? How can a com-

fortable and firmly r ooted Diaspora community relate to an embattled Israel? 
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~~at does Judaism despite its many changes and diverse variations continue 

to say about the general human condition, and how shall Jews relate to a 

non-Jewish world? 

How Shall Jews Live as Jews? For ~arlier generations of Reform, the 

question of how Jews should live as Jews would have been answered with 

ethical precepts. However, the new ideological thrust of the Centenary 

Perspective causes the question to be asked somewhat differently: "what do 

we need to do? what conception of Jewish life do we require in order for 

our people to survive? 

In order for Reform Judaism to be effec tively transmitted from gen-

eration to generation, it must become richer in concrete behavior. "Non-

practicing, unaffiliated individuals" who identify themselves as Reform 

111 Jews but are really "Jews in name only" have lit tle to transmit. Reform 

cannot survive for many more generations as a "Judaism of minimalism and 

convenience. 11112 Therefore, the Centenary Perspective took a firm stand 

against the misconception that Reform Judaism is the least "re ligious" of 

the variant forms of Judaism because its members are the least observant: 

"Reform Judaism understands l.tself fu1-ly to continue traditional Judaism ' s 

emphasis on action. 11113 

Moreover, the values that Judaism can teach to contemporar y Jews and 

to society are particularly important now. These are survival values: 

"responsibility to fami1-y, sancti ty in marriage, respect for parents, ad-

. i f h . .,114 mirat on or learning, involvc:::ent in t e co11111lun1ty . However . 

We have realized, too , that Jewish values do not exist by 
themselves. They grow from the soil of Jewish life: from 
Frayer, study, Shabbat and holiday observance .•. with the 
gro-wing acceptance of religious expression, Reform Judaism 
has been called upon ~o reconsider the place of religious 
observance in the life of the Reform Jew.115 

In doing so , the Centenary Perspective carefully adheres to its role 
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of consensus document serving diverse and divergent autonomous individuals. 

Categories of observance are l.isted: 

cr eating a Jewish home •.• lifelong study ... private prayer 
and public worship; daily religious observances; keeping the 
Sabbath and the holy days celebrating the major events of life; 
involvement with the synagogues and community; and other ac­
tivities which promote the survival of the Jewish people and 
enhance its existence. l'Tl> 

But, specific practices are neither recommended nor even suggested. In-

stead , Reform Jews are "called upon to confront the claims of Jewish tra-

dition, however differently perceived and to exercise their individual 

d i h f k l d 
,.117 

autonomy choosing an creat ng on t e basis o commitment and now e ge. 

How Shall the Diaspora Relate to Israel? The second question that 

the Centenary Perspective confronts with its new ideology is: "How can a 

comfortable and firmly rooted Diaspora relate to embattled Israel?" The 

Centenary Perspective describes a delicate balance of obligations. First, 

Reform Jews have "a responsibility in building the State of Israel and 

~ssuring its security. ti However, Reform Judaism also continues its 

firm commitment to all existing Jewish communities, wherever t hey ar e lo-

cat ed. "A genuine Jewish life is possible in any land ... " The operant 

principle maintaining the tension of this double co1T1111itment ls ''survival." 

At the pr esent time, the Jewish people ~ best chance for overall survival 

seems to be the maintenance of several vital centers . 

These centers of Jewish life are not comparable in structure . While 

the State of Israel functions as a national entity, with a full complement 

of national institutions, the Diaspora communities are orianized primarily 

in communal units. Although not downgrading the importance of international 

Jewish voluntary associations such as ORT, Hadassah and B1 nai Brith, or 

benefit associations such as Federation, the Centenary Perspective makes a 

strong statement about the true focus of Jewish community life. "The 
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foundation of Jewish communit y life is the synagogue. 11118 Furthermore, the 

Diaspora communities are conceived of as essentially autonomous : "each 

community developing its own particular character and determining its 

bil . i .,119 Jewish responsi it es . 

The principle that binds the State of Israel and this structurally 

diffuse Diaspora toge ther is peoplehood interpreted in its wides t sense as 

both a "religious and ethnic" t ie. Israel is important to the Diaspora as 

the Zionist dream of a safe place where Jews can always go. It is also im-

por tant as one of the three n141jor Jewish communities in the world. It is a 

source of cul ture, an inspi1.ing example of "indomitable spirit," a forum 

120 providing "unique opportunities for Jewish self-expression." The 

Diaspora, looking at the State of Israel, sees more than a political state 

filled with fellow J ews who must do what they can to survive among the 

world's nations . The Diaspora also sees a reflection of itsel f-- the whole 

Jewish people in microcosm. (Tel Aviv, not New York, is the location of 

the Museum of the Diaspora . ) For this r eason the Centenary Perspective in-

sists on Reform Jewry ' s responsibility in defining the State of Israel's 

''Jewish character." In or der that t he microcosm will more accurately reflec t 

the present nature of the macrocosm , t~e Centenar y Perspective demands that 

"Reform Judaism be unconditionally legitimized in the State of Israel. 11121 

The pr inciple of peoplehood in action--bridging t he structur ally 

incompatible entities of a ~ational s t ate and a r elated but autonomous 

Diaspor a--is offer ed as a model for transcending nationalism. If the 

dialogue between Israel and the Diaspora remains f ruitful, if numerous 

autonomoue units can continue to care for and contribute to each other 

according to their fullest capaci t y, then t he Jewish people as a whole 

vill set "an example for humanity which remains lar gely concerned with 

dangerously parochial goals. 11122 
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A Tentative Bope: Messianism Revised . The final quest ion to 

which the Centenary !erspective applies its new ideological principles 

is: what does Judaism say about the human condition, and how shall 

Jews r elate to the world as a whole. These are really two ques t ions: 

the answer to one is religious , the answer t o the other is partly 

religious and partly political . 

The Centenary Perspective retains a view of human life that rests 

on a traditional Jewish paradox. Human beings are both images of God 

and free to do great evil. More than a "complex configuration of 

123 chemicals," human beinKS participate in "God ' s purpose and power" 

through the phenomena of • • . consciousness ••• intellect ..• will and 

124 personhood ." The scientific vision of electrical and biochemical 

organization is wholly inadequate to explain the "inunediate personal 

experience" of consciousness. Bence, human life is a "mystery built 

i.nto creation. 11 i
25 The added dimension that cannot be attributed to 

chemicals , the mental and spirituaJ energy that cannot be accounted for 

in matter , however finely organized, is what Je~s have called God's 

image. Because God is eternal, the Centenary Perspective takes a leap 

of faith to assert that the God image in human beings is somehow also 

eternal. "We cannot believe that having shared so int imately in Ced's 

reality in life we do not continue to share it beyond the gr ave . 11126 

As befits a movement that stresses diversity, the actual language of 

the passage "share in God's eternalit:y despite the mystery we call death'' 

lends itself to many interpretati ons. Nevertheless , the statement is 

striking for Reform, which worked so hard in the past t o distance itself 

from older Jewish concepts of life after death and techiyat ha maytim. 
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However, the same concept of imagio dei which ennobles human life 

and justifies hope that human beings uhare in God's eternality has a 

darker implicati.:in. Full consciousness , i ntellect , will and person-

hood are inconceivable without freedom. Autonomy requires full freedom 

to choose - even to choose evil: 

Previous generations tf Reform Jews had unbounded 
confidence in humanity ' s potential for good. We 
have lived the terrible tragedy and been compelled 
to reappropriate our tradition's realism about the 
human capacity for evil.127 

The Centenary Perspective ' s statement of Jewry's relation to the 

world as a whole must be seen in the context of t.l-iis fresh realization 

of humanity's potenti~l for both good and evil. Judaism's enduring 

faith has always been directed toward "a messianic vision of sin over-

128 come and God ' s will as the inner law of every human heart . " The 

messianic vision ha1:1 never l>een exclusively particularistic , but has 

always expressed hope for all humanity. != the classical Reform formu-

lation, "education, culture and social welfare po1-itics would transform 

129 human life." Through human activism, stPady human progress would 

achieve the realization of Messianic Era. 

The Centenarv Perspective remains true to the traditional affirma-

tion of a universal messianic dream . The phrases "messianic expecta-

tions," "humanity will be redeemed , " "messianic fulfillment, " and 

"universal justice and peace" indicate t;he conntancy of Reform's faith 

in the moral_ goal and purposo of history. Post Holocaust, howtver, 

this is o faith without naivete, a faith held fast despite all counter-

blows, a deeply religious statement . Contemporary Jews know that 

humanity's potential for good must overcorue a real propensity for evil. 



Wher e t he Centenary statement dif fers from the Classical Reform 

position is in the accompanying political statement of how J ewry can 

work best t o bring about the messianic fu ture . The particularist 

themes developed throughout the Perspective, "peoplehocd, " and 

"survival" shape Reform ' s new messlanic mission . 

"What the Jews no·1 offer humankind is not an idea; but their 

'exis tence • . • survival . .witness. ' The emphasis on peoplehood has 

130 become the ground of a new universalism. " 

Judaism's contribution towar d humanity ' s messianic destiny wil l 

no longer be so bold as "application of [Judaism's] teachings to the 

economic order, to industry and commerce, and to national and inter-
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national affairs" . •• or "the elimination of manmade misery and suffering, 

of po"erty and degradation, of tyranny and slavery, of social inequality 

and prejudice, of ill-\o•ill and strife . 11131 What Jews have to offer now 

is more modest in scale: 

The existence of the Jew i.s an argurtent against despair; 
Jewish survival is warrant for huma:1 hope .. • We affirm 
that with God ' s help people are no~ powerless t o affect 
their destiny. 132 

Israel brings its message to hurnanity not by teaching and preaching , but 

by living as an example--by contin· lng to survive: 

The mission of lsrael today is to be the best Jewish 
people before God that we can be. That will give the 
world whatever lesson we have to teach them in what 
is presently the most effective way of doing so.133 

Implications fo r Liturgy Revision 

In summary, the Centenary Perspective presents a dialec tic argument , 

its central message being that Reform Judaism as a movement, and Refonn 

Jews as i ndividuals , must juggle and balance contrasting values . The old 



Reform message of universalism and autonomy remains valid for Reform 

t~day. But, these concepts must be balanced and qualified by a new 

appreciation of peoplehood and survival. 

(1) Retaining their universalist commitments, Reform Jews are 

urged to continue their work on behalf of all humanity. However, they 

are also obliged to focus on particularistic Jewish activities, and 

even to reexamine universalist commitments when such involvement might 

threaten Jewish survival interests. Concern for the Jewish gxoup, and 

pride in the Jewish expe~ience are important ·1alues in post-Centenary 

Perspective tboueht which must be expressed in Reform liturgy. 

(2) The longevity of the Jewish people r esults from its ability 

to balance the conservative principle of group continuity with the 
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dynamic principle of adaptation to changing conditions . The historic 

experience of the Jewish people has bee.n like the growth of an individual: 

despitt development and change, maturation and response to outside in­

fluenceE, essential identity has remained constant. The Centenary 

PerFpcctilo'e sees the changes in Judaism ' s appi:oach to God and to Torah 

as part of a process. While the answers of one generation may be 

~ifferent from the anov•ers of another generation in a different set of 

circumstances, a core of value and feeling remains constant. Both 

preservation and adaptation take place si~ultaneously. Reform Jews 

df f inn the Covenant at Sinai . and, at die same time, remain open " to 

new experiences of the divine." Accordingly, a revised liturgy must 

draw on the entire library of Jewish creativity. 

(3) Acceptance of historical diversity is echoed by Reform ' s 

openness to contemporary diversity. Retaining full personal autonomy, 

Reform Jews are encouraged to explore Jewish tradition and to respond 
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to the call of that tradition creatively. But when diversity threatens 

the fabric of the Reform commi.:nity, the ~tenary Perspective reminds us 

of the vllue of group survival. Our liturgy must allow ample expressions 

of diversity , while, at the same time, providing a clearly identifiable 

structure tor common worship. 

(4) Given the inevitability of change in Jewish life, the 

Centenary Perspective tries to find some principle by which Reform Jews 

can regulate the direction and pace of that change. What is offered is 

the moral imperative of Jew'isb survival. The concept of survival 

delineated by the Centena~y Perspective is twofold, and any appeal to 

une aspect of thi~ principle is inadequate without consideration of the 

other part. 

ln a post- Holocaust world, Jewish survival is first of all a 

physical isi::ue. Wit.h Jews trapped in th& Soviet Union, in Iran and in 

Syria, concern for Jewish life and freedom is a major agenda. Likewise, 

the safety and wellbeing of Jews in Is ·:ael requires constant viligance. 

Even in North America, Jewish survivA1 is threatened. A low Jewish 

birthrate and a growing rate of divorce and ndxed 1DC1rriages chip away 

at the Jewish population . Scholarship, museums, puolishers, synagogues 

and schools require both financial support and a clientele. Jewry's 

fi rst survival obligation is to make sure that its population does not 

dip below a critical mass. 

Hcwever, physical survival i s only half of the obligation: Je1"ish 

survival means that we must survive ~ Jews . In order to perpetJate 

Jewish survival in more Lhan the barest physical terms , Reform Jews must 

turn again to religious roots , unc!ertaking obligations for r.:Ugio\.ls 

practice as well as ethical obligations. 
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Why is dis::inctive Jewish survival so important? All organisms 

struggle to survive. What gives Jewish survival its unique meaning and 

its right to be regarded as a pr inciple of authority for Reform decision 

making? The survival. imperative is justified, first of all, by the 

past: we will survive t~ refute the evil that has touched us . We will 

refuse to let righteousness and g€ntleness of spirit be blown away in 

ashes. But the future also calls for Jewish survival: "Jewish survival," 

the Centenary Perspective says, "is a message to all humanity, a beacon 

of the 1ndomitability of human will, evidence that God may indeed be 

involved in human !listory." 

Many factors militate against Jewish survival. While Jews struggle 

to endure as a living t cstin.onial to God's involvement in human history, 

the contemporary audience for their achievement is scarcely applauding. 

Accordingly , the Cenrenary Perspective's concluding paragraph on "Rope," 

in contrast with Reform's utopian pronouncements of 1937 , is a modest but 

moving statement: "We remain God's witness that history is not meaning­

less. We affirm that with God's help people are not powerless to affect 

their des::iny." The liturgy that carries this message must be realistic 

about the worl~. and about Jewry's place in '~· Yet at the same time, a 

modern liturgy must offer comfort , continual challenge, and r~inforcement 

for whatever f ragments of faith and courage a contemporary worshipper can 

m'.lster . 
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CHAPTER III 

GATES OF REPENTANCE 

Introduction 

In the additional prayers of Yorn Kippur afternoon , Gates of 

Repentance adapts a quotation from Abraham Joshua Heschel: 

When you pray , know befor e whom you stand. To be 
able to pray is to know how to stand still and to 
dwell upon a word. This is now some worshippers 
of the past would act. They would repeat the same 
word many times, because they loved and

1
cherished 

it so much that could not part with it. 

This chapter will e:tamine Gates of Repentance to find the ca tch words 

and concepts that this ~ew ~erk of liturgy repea t s and upon which i t 

dwells. Recurr ent words, phrases and poetic themes are clues to the 

ideas and attitudes tl~t the autho rs and users of this prayerbook 

cherish. The passages to be discu~sed will be the pr ayer texts of the 
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High Holiday services. Tor~h portions and the selected meditations that 

precede services have not been included in the analysis. 

Thr oughout lts pages, ,1 tes of Repentance embraces a number of 

contemporary quests: the quest for spirituality , the quest for r ooted-

ness in the identity of peoplehood, the quest for personal wholeness and 

fulfillment , the quest for clear values ond vision, and the quest for 

some justification for hope about the future of th~ world. 

The most str iking characteristic of the texture of Gates of 

Repentance is that these presenL day concerns are contained within or 

juxtaposed inunediately next t o tradit lonal rubrics . Traditional passages 
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are set like jewels in a new matrix that explicitly articulates twentieth 

century anxieties and insights . The mix is thought provoking and some-

what poignant. It recalls the vast extent of time and circumstance 

within which Jews have been asking and answering spiritual questions. 

By composing but not homogenizing elements from every period of Jewish 

literature, Cates of Repentance exemplifies the Centenary Perspective ' s 

vision of the ongoing creatio~ of Torah: 

For millenia, the creation of Torah has not ceased, 
and Jewish creativit~ 1n our time is adding to the 
chain of traddition. 

For orderliness , and for the sake of comparison, this chapter will 

follow the same organizational plan as Chapter I. Within each section: 

God, Israel, plot and subplot, this chapter will compare and contrast 

Gates of Repentance with the traditional mahzor, seeking the language 

and concepts wher~in Cates El Repentance responds to present day needs. 

God 

Our Ambivalence 

"ln our strug.:,le throu1r,. the centuries to preserve our faith ,'' says 

the Centenary Perspective, 

we have experienced and conceived of God in many ways. 
The trials of our own t lme and the challenges of modem 
culture have made steady belief and clear understanding 
difficult for some.3 

Confusion rather than cl~ri ty, doubt rather than certainty, ambiva-

lence rather than wholeheart edness characteri ze an unknown but large 

proportion of the High Holiday audience. For :>eople who feel these 

emotions to have exposed themselves to the High Holiday worship experience 



is effort enough. It would be unthinkable for a modern liturgy not to 

help them ex-press their spiritual condition. 

What do we serve here? 
To what end is our effort? 
Why do we assemble? 
To whose voice do we hearken? 
Rere we are, 
Our presence a question, 
Yet every word a hope . 
Challenged by this time, 
Let each begin response. (GOR163) 
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The present High Holiday audience is painfully aware of the loss 

of religiosity that has occurred in the past several generations. 

Judaism is no longer an island of ~piritual security: 

Lord, today we tern to You , uncertainly proclaiming 
Your glory with scarce remembered words of a half 
forgotten faith . (COR446) 

But the moden1 mind has set obstacles in the path of its o-'l'\ belief , 

"Love us," we say to God, "as much as we will let You." (GOR22) Among 

ocher factors, the lure of secular humanism has caused ~odern Jews lo 

draw back from total commitment: 

So , endlessly revealed and~ Your concealments, 
You stand awaiting our sear ch, to lead us, with 
many a fall, upward to heights we tremble to 
climb . (GOR2l 5) 

Part of the difficulty _ha~ moderns have with ~munah shel e111Ah is, 

of course, the Holocaust which poses a problem for belief that has not 

been resolved. Added to this problem is the nagging awareness of messianic 

promises unfulfilled, creation wu,.fully incomplete. "We see imperfection, 

disorder and evil all about us." (GOR102) In the tradition of Rabbi Levi. 

4 Yitzhak of Berditchev, ~~Repentance dares to suggest that it might 

be God Who needs to be forgiven fo r the conditions of life th~t drain 

one's strength and sap one's ~~~~h : 



For all we sought and missed. or left unclaimed. 
for all the dreams ~e had an~ lost. • • 
for love denied , or seen with too much truth. . • 
for all adventur e, before the quest is ended, 
abandoned or betrayed, for beauty misted by the 
half-lights of vision • •• for heavens. that had 
they b~en accessible were heavens onl y by the 
side of hell , 
for all of us who die befor e we live. 
for all the crippl~d feet on the long road You 
made for angels , 
we forgi.ve You, God. (GOR379) 

1bis ambivalence towards God is a major departure from the traditional 
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~·s firm expressions of faith i n God ' s goodness and power. Yet, as 

despair was not a part cf Levi Yitzhak's bold Yom Kippur address, it is 

no~ a part of the message of ~2!_ Repentance either . The same 

passage that refers to "imperfection, ciisorder and evil" also says, "But 

before our eyes is a vision of perfection, order and goodness. These 

too we have knoW'l in some measure." (GOR102) 

Mystery and Metaphor 

The attempt to integrate both kinds of experience, of evil and of 

good , into "one greac: harmony" (GOR102) leads the modern mind to a 

mystery that cannot be anal.ysed or logically verified. The traditional 

~ confronted the mystery of God by pr esenting God roberl and arrayed 

in metaphoric roles as Creator , King, Father and Judge. ',..fhile Gates of --- --
Repentance continues to cherish this terrainology, i~ also strives to 

articulate a~ awareness that God is beyond such attempts at comprehension . 

You are just beyond the horizon of the mind, a 
vision new to us yet seen before, like a memory 
of the future, a promise alr eady kept . (GOR212) 

When Gates of Rep~ntance does assay original metaphor to ccuv~t the 

"mystery of a Presence, " (GOR118) its effort is quite differ en t from 
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that of the traditional liturgy . Traditional liturgy 's imager y displays 

a faith that God has t he power tc- prevent or to make things happen in 

the world. As a sovereign , God rules ~he nations and acts a s the 

sponsor of history . As a judge, God pronounr.es sentence on groups or 

on individuals. The Holocaust has changed this perception. How, in 

view of the six millior •• can a new liturgy express the contemporar y 

meaning of God's r ighteous judgment and merciful pr otection? In what 

way does God oversee patt ern and event, weaving the fortunes of human-

kind into a fabrir. of purpose? Gates of Repentance does not eliminate 

traditional liturgy ' s emphasis on the~~. but Gates of Repentance 

adds through a n~w kind of metaphor, an alternate approach to understand-

ing how God becomes manifest 1n the world. This new metaphoric framework 

is a list of the attribut es of the human soul, with God now r eferred co 

as mind, will, heart and power: 

Pr aised be the Mind that unifies ~11 creation. 
Praised be the will that gives us ~ower to choose 

our way 
Praise be the Heart that inspir es i n us a vision 

of j ustice and love, 
Praised be the Power th<>t hrings healing t o t he 

sick. 
Praised be the One who is present in the miracle 

of prayer. (GOR185) 

The parallelism of God's attributes and human attri~utes, Mind and mind, 

Will and will, allows the worshipper to envision God ' s protec t ion and 

guidance as an inner process: 

We r elJl(>mber what You mean to us, 
as signs appear 
when paths diver ge. 
We remember what You mean to us 
when empty days 
are now fulfilled. (GOR213) 

Rather than being a separable external phenomenon, God is perceived within 



the human spirit as an inner voice, an impulse toward goodness, or a 

sensation of peace and cer ~ainty: 

You are with us in our prayer, in our love and our 
doubt , i n our l onging t o feel Your pr esence and to 
do Your wil l . You a r e t he s t ill c l ear voice wi thin 
us . .. Therefore , 0 God, when doubt t r oubl es us, 
when anxiety makes us trembl e , and pain c l ouds the 
mind, we look inward for the answer t o our prayers . 
Ther e may ue find You , and there find cour age and 
endurance . (GOR320) 

God can be the "sour ce of joy wit hin us. " (GOR29) When one pr ays or 

lives well , one allows t be God wi t hin t o sing: "May J sing bi.•cause I 
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love, not afraid to waste my sweetness upon the void, but reflecting in 

111)' soul's flight the univer sal Goo who sings through me." (GOR406) The 

High Holiday service becomes a~ occasion to str engthen the consciousness 

of Divinity within , a ti.ir.e to recapture one ' s awar eness of pur ity and 

strength: 

May this be such a moment, a time of deeper 
attachments to the godlike in us and in our 
worl d, for which we sha l l gi ve thanks and 
praise. (GOR.363) 

Of course, this awareness ~f God within comes only to those ~ho 

see- and welcome i t . The traditional •mage of ~od ' s accepting prayer 

is thus transformed lnto a vision of the worshippers' accepting God , and 

finding , in that moment of openness, the blessing of feeling loved and 

protected: "There are moments when we hear the call of our higher 

selves , the call that links us to the divine. Then we know how bl essed 

we are with life and love." (GOR.363) While God is not comoletely 

identical with our best selves, God's power to help and to be with us 

is limited until we identify ourselves with God: "Within and beyond us , 

0 Cod o1 Life, You are there. You dwell whenever we leL You in. When 

we flee from You, "1e f lee from ourselve:s ." (GOR368) 
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The first two parts of this section have indicated how modern 

ambivalence toward God and the religious implications of the Holocaust 

have caused significant departures in Gates of Repentance from the 

concepts and language of the traditional liturgy. The remainder of 

this section of Chapter III will explore the changes that Gates of 

Repentance worker. even on the traditional metaphoric roles of God in 

the High Holiday drama. 

God as Crea tor 

For those who cannot pray to a Divine personality, but ~ho still 

with to e.xpress their awe, delight and thanksgiving for those attributes 

of existence that others call divine, Gates of Repentance finds new 

equivocal ways to r efer to Cod as Creator. 5 In addition to prayers 

addressed to the tradit.!.onal "Cceator," such as "Great and holy Maker 

of all the living , You create the world, Your child, anew at every 

moment," (GOR83) Gates .2!_ Repentanf".e contains prayers that praise the 

"Power of Creation . " 

lilessed is the grace that crowns the sky with stars, 
and keeps the planets on their ways: the law that 
turns our night to day, and fills the eye with light; 
the love that keeps u whole, and day by day sustains 
us. (COR99) 

Praised be the Power that brings renewal to the 
soul , the vital song that mak~s creation dance. 
(CORlOO) 

Some: of these passages may be read eith'?r as referring to God or not, as 

the reader chooses: ''Great is the eternal power at the heart o( 

life .... " (GOR175) Grid is seen in these passages as a sort of elan 

~. the unseen motivating force that trans(orms matter l11lo living 

tissue . God is "the source of life and power." (GOR62) 



Yet even in th~se equjvocal passages, the spark that quickens is 

not without a pur poseful , ethical dimension: 

Blessed is the gift of life. blessed the Source of 
life and i t s tasks . (GOR67) 

The Power whose gift is life, who quickens those 
who have forgotten how to live. (GOR.199) 

With all its concP.ssions to modern doubt, Gates of Repentance concurs 

with the traditional mahzor that creation is completed by r evelation: 

Tile heavens decJare the glory of God ! the arch 
of sky reveals His handiwork . Day after day the 
word pours out: night after night knowledge goes 
fo rth. (GOR92, from Ps. 19) 

God ' s power moves dh·ec tly from the: physical to the moral sphere. The 

point of creation is ethical knowledge: "Blessed is the power of 

holiness th<it leads the world to the rule of goodness . " (GOR183) 

For those who must find their way gradually to this sense of 

holiness through exper iences of awe and wonder, Gates of Repentance 

offers poems on "Seeking and Finding." (GOR383-J88) 

How does one find the Eternal God? 
in heaven and earth , 
ln a clap of thunder, in d whisper of the soul, 
Iu praise on yellowed parchment in an ancient tongue, 
In yearning of the heart , in a ch~ld, not yet ~om. 
Taste of tea:s and wine, sigh t of starry sYie~ (GOR386) 

The traditional mahzor dQ~S not dwell on the multiplicity rf 
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creation. Its language does not of ten bring the glor ies of the natur al 

world into the synagogue . But Gates of Repentance consciously does so: 

let us rejoice in the light of day, in the glory and 
warmth of the sun , in the reawakening of life t o duty 
and labor. In the earth with its hills and valleys, 
its widespread fields of grain, its fruit and hidden 
treasure. (GOR320-321) 

No1.1 in awo: we behold the wonder of being: an awe­
some pageant of shapes and forms, yet all akin, one 
family of life! (GOR63) 
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Yet, wonder at the n;arvels of creation is not the same as knowledge of 

God. II .These a re a mere glimpse of Your ways and how fa~nt a whisper 

we hec:r of You! " (GOR210) Therefore, Gates of Repentance augments its 

God-in-nature passages with claims that God is also present 

In the love of fathers and mothers who have nurtured 
our lifes, with whose blessing we have gone forth to 
our own work in the world. 

In the children who bless our homes, whose eager 
minds and hearts are the promise of tomorrow . (GOR321) 

God 's role as Creator is completed in the human dimension: 

We pray f...,r wisdom to trP::isure all c reation ; we 
ask for insight to see its glory: we hope for 
courage to trust its goodnesi.; we year11 for grace 
t o fill the world with gladness; we seek the 
strength to help redeem it. (GOR63) 

Giver of Light 

As in the traditional mahzor, the imagery of light ties together 

many related themes: God ' s presenc~, revelation and mitzvah, the spark 

of faith passed f rom generation t o generation, and inner illumination. 

We ask for the blessin~ J t God ' s presence in a met aphor that 

suggests the Eternal light of the synagogue: 

Maker, Parent, Teache r Shaper bless us. !'less us. 
and your ~resence be a light. 
Resting here and dwelling here, 
Your Name, Torah and Teaching 
be a light, a lamp, a warming f lame. (GOR163)

6 

Light imagery elsewhere recalls the pillar of fire that led our ancestor s 

through the wilderness : 

May the light of the divine shine forth to lead us, 
to show us the good we must do, the harmony we. 
must create . (G0~49) 

Another image of flame ties the ancient Exodus and Sinai experiences to 

today 's llving Judaism: 



Remember 
The bush lou kindled once in the desert air, 
Years ago, on Boreb ' s ~onely sand , 
That fire You lit to set the centuries aflame 
And say to us Your endless, perfect Name, 
I am what I will be~ 
It burns eternally now, that light 
Upon our altars now, against the night . (GOR21) 
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Light is a symbol of revelation, ethical insight, mitzvot and ultimately , 

redemption: 

So day and night, early and late, we will rejoice 
in the study of Torah, we will walk by the light 
of Mitzvot. (GOR25) 

When justice burns within us like a flaming 
fire. (GOR254) 

Illumine our lives with the light of Your Torah, 
for by Your light do we see light. Grant us thi s 
year a glimpse of the light of redemption, the 
light of healing and peace. (GOR17) 

:inally, light is a symbol of innPr illumination, the glow that makes 

human beings holy : 

As in the heart of matter a flame fla r es unseen to 
bring us warmth, so in the h\ll!l.'.in heart a s~ark of 
goodness glows, a portent of renewal, of life, 
of peace. (GORl84) 

The inner light may be a feeling of hope , (GOR522) of clarity of vision 

(GOR276) or of release from g•1il t: 

Lord of darkness and dawn, the God who opens the 
gates of mercy, who gives light to all who await 
forgiveness . (GOR305) 

All of these images, though h::?re expressed io the rhythms of modern verse, 

are familiar from the traditional mahzor. One instauce of the imagery of 

light however, is so compressed in meaning, so suggestive in its context 

that it seems wholly new. The image occurs at the conclusion of a poem 

about gui~t . The relevant portion is quoted here: 



..• And again we wander the wilderness 
For our trans gressions 
Which are confessed in the daily papers. 
Except the Lord of hosts had left us 
A very small remnant 
We should have been as Sodom 
We should have been as Gomorrah. 
And to what purpose, as the darkness closed about , 
And the child screams i n the jellied fire, 
Had best be our present concern, 
Here in this wilderness of comfort 
In which we dwell. 
Shall we now consider 
The suspicious postures of our virtue ••. 
Shall we ask, 
Where is ther e one 
Mad, poor and betrayed enough to find 
Forgiveness for us, say!.ng , 
' None does offend, 
None , I say, 
None '? 
Lis ten, listen 
But the voices are blown away , 

And yet, thiR light, 
The work of thy finge rs. • (GOR332) 

There are two images of flame near the beginning of this poem. 

Sodom and Gomorrah are used l.11 the context of an oblique allusion to 

the Holocaust . Had God not spaced a r emnan t , the Jews would have been 

gone in the flames of Krist~llnacht and the smoke of the chimneys as 

complet e l y as the inhabitants of SoJom and Gomor rah perished in that 

conflagration. The chil ·l , screaming in the jellied fi re of napalm, 

reminds those who survived t he Holocaust by an accident of geography 

that silence during any "holocaus t" is unacceptable, no matter who the 

victims ar e . Abraham was not silent about Sodom. His descencants 

sho~ld not be silent in modern times. Given the darkne~s closing all 

about, the poem asks whether t he lesson of the Holocaust was truly 

lear ned, whether the example of Abr aham wa~ followed--or whether the 

"wilderness of comfort" has seduced the descendents of Abraham and of 

rhe Holocaust in t o i ndi fference and silence . 
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The poem asks other painful questions : is it possible that choices 

between values are so calibrated that the choice of a good value ("I 

want to spend the time with my family ••• I 've given to this charity, 

so I'll pass on that one • .• ") can have bad consequences? These are 

disquieting questions to ask of r esponsible people who cannot be ex-

pected to save th~ world. The voices of the good , those who might say 

"Yes .•. try it," are "blown away." 

What remains is "this light , the work of t hy finger s." (GOR332) Is 

the light forgiveness, God 's compassion for people in their all t~o human 

inadequacy? Is it the indifferent dawn that daily defies the heartbreak 

of the previous night with the promise of a new day? Is it the calming 

and elevating sense of wonder despite all pain--such as Viktor Frankl 

experienced in Auschwitz? 7 Or is it the inner light of the human soul 

that persists despite all error and wrongdoing? The poem ends with a 

supplication taken from among the Selichot prayers preceding the Con-

{essional of the traditio11al Arvit 1. ' Yom Kippur· 

The soul is Thine, and the hody is Thy creation: 
0 have compassion c-n Thy handiwork . . . (GOR332) 

Ideal King 

Gat es of Repentance reLains intact the sovereignty theme of the 

traditional mahzor. "Your throne stands firm; Your sov2reignty and faith-

fulness are everlasting.'' (GORl 71) While references to a warrior God 

have been dropped, the rest of the rraditional language is used with 

remarkable lack of self-consciousness in an age that has not only rejected 

monarchy , but also has been badly hurt by totalitarian authority. Coupled 

for so long with "Father"--the word King hns lost its political overtone, 



140 

retaining from the traditional liturgy only the implication of loving 

protector: "You are our King , delivering us from the hand of oppr essors , 

saving us from the fist of tyrants , doing wonders without number, marvels 

that pass our understanding. " (GOR57) Io the equivocal passages as well, 

wherein God becomes "the power that makes for freeaom," or "the Power 

that shields us in every <.ge," (GOR37) sovereignty implies benevolence. 

Again paralleling the traditional mahzor , several of Gates of 

Repentance' s references to God ' s sovereignty are carefully joined with 

and justified by references to God as the Creator" "Our God and God of 

our ancestors, may You rule in glory over a ll the earth .•• Reveal the 

solendor of Your majesty to all who dwell on earth, that all Your works 

may know You as their Maker , and the living acknowledge You as their 

Creator." (GOR35) 

Ultimately, however, it is necessary for a modern prayerbook to 

uncover a valid contemporary understandi~b of the Kingship image : this 

Gates of Repentance does by once ~ore probing the soul ' s inner capacity. 

"On this day, when memory and promise are • .me, the aong of our lives 

and deeds goes forth to the God enthroned "''ithir us. " (GOR363) 

Tender Father 

ln the traditional mahzor, the role of Fathe~ is one in which God 

eY.ercises mercy and compassion. The role is described with great 

delicacy and reluctance, as if the writers did n~t presume to press so 

inti111ate a r ela tionship. Gates of Repentance, in its struggle for 

affective language that will arouse an emotional response in modern 

worshippers, dare~ frankly anthropomorphic imagery: 



We call you Avinu. As a loving parent, forgive 
ou~ sins and failings and reach for us as we reach 
for You . (GOR121) 

O Hope of Israel: 
In our weakness , give us str ength. 
In our blindness, be our guide. 
When we falter, hold our hand. (GOR250) 

God of ti1e beginning, God of the End, 
God of all creatures, Lord of all generations: 
With love you guide the world, with love You 
walk hand in hand with all the living (GOR366) 

Lord, I cry out t o You, 
and from Your holy mountain's summit 
Your answer comes. 
I lie down and sleep , 
and then I am awake 
safe in Your hand 
and unafraid. (CORSO) 
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This imagery is a variant of the t endency throughout Gates of Repentance 

to make God real. for worshippers by having them look within themselves. 

A merciful and protecting God may be impossible to envision. But anyone 

can call to mind the sensation of feeling protected and tenderly guided. 

Righteous Judge 

The briefest glance at the traditional .!'l!ihz~ will confirm t hat 

God ' s role on the High Ho: days is to Judge all the nations, especially 

Israel. A&ain, Gates of Repentance seeks contemporary meaning in the 

external metaphor by converting the function of the judge ' s role into 

an internaJ pror.ess. Called to judgme~t in the traditional language, 

"On Lhis day we are called to the sanc tuary by a summons as exalti ng and 

enduring as the everlasting hills : Prepare to meet your God 0 Israel," 

(GOR293) Israel undenakes its ~ judgment : "J udge us Jess harshly 

than we can judge our selves ." (GOR295) 



This is a day of judgment; today we remember our 
deeds. This is a day of questioning, and we 
ask; What have we done with the gift of life? (GOR362) 

While the procedure of self judgment coexists in Cates of Repentance 

with traditional language that externalizes judgment, locating it in 

God : 

1o tru th You are 
Judge and Arbiter, 
Counsel and Witness , (GOR312) 

the emphasis in the new liturgy is on judgment as an internal human 

pt ocess which enhances one ' s power over one's own behavior: 

We pray for love to encompass us for no other 
reason save that we arc human-that we may all 
blossom into persons who have gained power over 
our own lives. (C-OR399) 

Sensitive Counselor 

The traditional mahzor has been compared, in this paper, r.o a 

courtroom drama the plot of which brings Israel before Cod as Judge . 

~~ile the theatrical model remains appropriate for organizin6 one's 

understanding of Gates of Repentance, an adjustment ruight be made in 

the setting. Rather than a courtroom drama, the High Holiday liturgy 

142 

eight be seen as a psychological dr ama, with God, as l erapist, listening 

pat ien tly, prodding occasionally, as the patient removes mask after mask 

i n the search for authenticity and inner truth. To God as Judge, Israel 

comes for pardon and reprieve: to God as Cl)unselor, Israel comes i1oping 

to talk its way through to balance and wholeness : 

Lord our God, w~ turn now to You once more 
to cry out our longing 
and the longing of all men and women 
for a beginning of that whol eness 
we call peace . (COR497) 
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A fulle r expl oration of God's role as the counselor to whom Israel turns 

to find greater me~ning and satisfaction i n life will follow later in 

this chapte r. 

Israel 

As in the tradit~cnal mahzor, the character of Israel portrayed in 

~of Repentance is double-faceted. At one moment, the voile of th ~s 

character is hu."Danity's voice, struggling with the confessions , complaints 

and aspirations common to all mortals. At auother moment, Israel's voice 

speaks of its particular peoplehood, conscious of its distinctive histor y 

ar.d projected desticy. 

The Stress on Human Dlgn! ty 

The tradiLional Jewish parad0>· of comprehending simultaneously the 

insignificance of the human condition and the grandeur of human life 

defines the parameters of Gat~ 2-.~ Repentance's portr ayal of humanity. 

Our fragility is expr essed in metaphor: 

... a leaf in the sto1., , a fleeting moment 
in the flow of time , a whisper lost amon~ the 
sta rs {GOR293) 

and also in simple declaratives: 

Remember how exposed we are 
to the chances and terrors of life 
WP. were afraid . 
~e sometimes chose to fail. (GOR371) 

Our fallibility and suffer ing are laid out plain : t he vic tims and 

victimizei:-s, the loser s and wasters of life all are noted : 

My people ' s pains have flamed i n sacrifice 
Upon your altar through slow moving time. 
P~in for all evil, hatred, cruelty, 



For the sick of body and the sick of heart, 
For all the loneliness and all the lovelessness, 
The unmeasurable loss of those that know not You 
The pain of all the world, dear God, I place 
Before Your shrine . (COR380) 

Yet, quickly, in almost all cases when mortal frailty is mentioned, a 

reminder of humanity ' s essential worth and dignity follows: 

We, dust and ashes, are endowed with divinity: 
compounded of clay, we live in dimensions clay 
cannot enter , regions where the air vibrates 
with Your presence. (GOR295) 

Like the traditional mahzor , Cates of Repentance finds the glory 

of humanity i n consciousness and in freedom of choice: 

•. . P~d life gave birth to man and woman 
And they became conscious 
Aware that they were free 
to create or destr oy 
to live or to d~e. (GOR249) 

However, whereas the trad j tional mnhzor deals wi.th choice implicitly , 

Cates of Repentance celebrates choice per ~: "The world "as created 
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for the sake of choice, For the sake t•f the chooser." (GOR387, cf. 215) 

Our ability to choose between p,ood and evil, our partnership with 

God through "creation's long ;..,aolding ," {GORJ66) and our capacity for 

love and justice are themes familiar from the traditional mahzor ' s 

conception of humanity ennoble~ by having been cr eated in God ' s ima%c· 

Hut , the new liturgy works some subtle changes on this theme. First, 

~ of Repentance far exceeds the traditional mahzor in its r epeated 

stress on human dignii..y, and especially on the value of the human mind: 

The s tars of heaven, awesome in their majesty, 
are not more wonderful than one who charts their 
courses. The elements arrayed in perfection ar e 
not marvels greater than the mind that beholds them. 
This miracle . matter, begets a wonder: the body 
thinks; insight comes from f lesh , the soul is born 
of dust to build towers of hope, to open within us 
d~ors of lamer.tation and love. (GCR367) 
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Second, the traJitional ruahzor presents the issue of choice in 

sharply limited terms. One ei;her turns away from Cod or returns to 

God and Torah . One follows either t he yetser hatov or the yetser 

~· But Gates of Repentance presents a concept of choice more 

complex, in keeping with a Judaism that values personal autonomy and 

diversity and is not willing to build a fence around the ~ good life: 

You set before us many paths to tread, that we 
might search and find the way that is true for 
us. We thank Y~u for Your gift of choice. (GOR366) 

Finally , Gates of Repentance goes beyond simply proclaiming human 

dignity, and challenges the worshippe1· to truly value the dignity of 

others: 

You endowed people with freedom; we must not 
enslave them; You gave them judgment; we must 
not dictate their course. (GOR366) 

Knowing our failings , 
let us be patient with those of other s. 
Knowing our will to gooJness , 
may we see in others a dignity that is human , 
a beauty i nviolate for ever. (COR295) 

The Chosen/Choosing People 

Israel ' s duty to be fully human and its obligation to be fully 

Israel, are vPry close . A quotation from Rabbi Al<iba (M . Avot 3:18), 

talks about humanity's consciousness of having been created in God ' s 

1mage: 

Hou greatly Cod must have loved us to create 
us ir. His image; yet even greater lovt! did He 
show us in making us conscious that we are 
cr eated in His image. (GOR366) 

A second passage transforms this notion of people ' s being aware of the 

God-quality within themselves into a powerful statement of particular 

Jevish identity: 



We look into each cth~r ' s faces and we know 
who we are. We look up to our God, and we 
know eterni ty is i n us . (GOR394) 
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By expressing with our lives the " eternity" that is in us ~ Jews, 

we come closer to finding God's image in all of humanity . The Centenary 

Perspective sayio that "The Jewish people in its unique way of l ife 

volidates i t s own worth, while working toward the fulfillment of its 

messianic expectations . . . Judaism calls us simultaneously to universal 

8 
and particular obligations." Just as the Centenary Per spec tive finds 

its way back t o universalism through the particularism of peoplehood and 

Jewish survival , so t he new liturgy links the individual to Jewish people-

hoo~, and the concept of particular peoplehood with t he oneness of all 

h;,manity. It does so i n five s t eps. 

The fi rst step in this linka ge is to make the wor shipper aware of 

K' lal Yisrael. The Rosh Hasl:anah service bei;ins , "With the setting of 

this evening's sun , united with Jews of every place and time, we pr oclaim 

a new year of hope." (GOR49) As t he conr.r egation gathers on Yom Kippur 

afternoon , the service opens with tile words, "At this hour, Israel stands 

before its Ced: i~ our prayers, in our hope, we are one with all Jews on 

!!!!!!·" (GOR394) This t?mphasis on the peoplehood of Ts r?.el i s far mor e 

explicit and self-conscious than .:.he at titude of the tradj.tional mahz~r , 

•~ich relates to th~ peoplehood of Israel as a fish relates to the water 

in which it swims . The traditional mahzor says simply , "we and all 

Israel." The new mahzor describes and defines the House of Israel and 

works hard to evoke feeling on i t s behalf: 

Lord we pray to You for the whole House of Israel 
scattered over the earth , yet bound together by a 
common history and un~ted by a common heritage of 
faith and hope . Be with our brothe~s and sist ers 
whose lives are made hard because they are Jews. 



Give chem strength to <;.ndure, and lead chem soon 
fr~m bondage co freedom , from darkness co light . (GOR152) 

The second seep i$ the achnowledgement of the individuality of 

each "·orshipper. In the traditional mahzor, the only first person 

utterances are chose of th~ sheliach tsibur, ?reparing to represent 

the entire congregation. However, in Gates of Repentance, Jews get 

ample opportunity to pray for themselves: 

In my individuality , I turn to You 
O God , and seek Your help. For You care for 
each of Your children. You are ~God, and ~ 
Redeemer. Therefore while around me other s 
think their own thoughts, I think mine; and as 
each one of them seeks to experience Your 
presence , so do I. (GOR325) 

The private overtone that, for the traditional worshipper, may consist 

only of the kavanah ~hich infuses the recitation of group prayer with 
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personal meaning, has here , for the Reform worshipper, been isolated and 

separ ately articulated . In an individualistic age , and in a movement 

that celebrates autonomy, authentic ~rayer i~ seen as an I-Thou, not a 

we-Thou experience. However, like the Center..!!!l'._ Perspect~ve, ~of 

Repentance eventually balances individu?l1ty with the value of peoplehood. 

Praying separately but in concert, worshipper s find themselves tied to 

one another: 

We pause in reverence before the gift of self 
The vessel shatters, the divine spark shines 
through. And our solitary self becomes a link 
in Israel ' s golden chain. 
For what we are , we are by sharing. And as we 
share We move toward the light . (GOR118) 

The third step in moving t oward universalism through a revived 

particularism i s the reinforcement of the value of community. K'lal 

Yisrael is not abstract or foreign, but real and close t~ home. It 

touches our lives ~nd meets the needs of every individual: 



We need one another when we mourn and would be 
comforted, We need one anot her when we are in 
trouble and crave helr, or when we are in the 
deep waters of temptat1or. and a strong hand 
might pull us out. 
We need one another when we would accomplish 
some great purpose, 
and cannot do this alone. (GOR388) 

The fourth step in the process is the consolidation of t he in-

dividual ' s tie W'ith the community of Isr ael: 

As I look into the recesses of my heart on this 
Day of Days, I am reminded of the sacred obliga­
tions that have been pl aced upon me as a member 
of a congregation in the Rousehold of Israel. (GOR470) 
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Raving been comforted by the existence of the co1JD11unity , each worshipper 

is eventually require:d to examine his or her own r elationship to the 

group and to its values : 

The Jewish people is only a remnant of what it was, 
a f r agment of what it might have been. It needs 
strength to r ebuild itself and to carr y on the task 
entrusted to it by a htmdred generations. Have I 
been a source of thi~ stren~th? Have I enhanced its 
good name? Have 1 shared fuliy in !ts life? Have I 
even acquainted myself suffici~otly with the best of 
my people and the teachings of my faith? (GOR325) 

The final step is the definition of those sacred obligations t hat 

constitute the mission of Is rael . The nature of this mission is one of 

the great themes of Gales of ~epentance. It is ffrst expr essed in 

general te rms in the geulah of Rosh Hashanah Evening Service i , in a 

question that no traditional prayerbook would ask, and with an ani:;wer 

that one might not expect from Reform Judaism. The ques tion is, "What 

does it mean to be a Jew?"; the answe:r, "You shall be holy." (GOR27) 

Holiness is defined many times in this seulah as that which makes Jews 

special and sets them apart, because of their history: 

Holy in our past is the memor y of redemp tion from 
Egypt. • Twice holy in our past are those who gave 
their lives to hallow this world ... (GOR27) 
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because of their pres~nt effort to create order out of disorder in the 

world, 

rn the face of the many to stand for the one; 
in the presence of fragments , to make them whole . 
. . • To hold fast our vision of truth ••• (GOR27) 

and because of their persistect faith in th~ future , 

Holy in our ~ay is the hope of a redemption we 
shall await . (GOR27) 

Israel's holiness consists of its enduring covenant with God: 

"The House of Israel is called to holiness, to a covenant with the 

Eternal for all time." (GOR64) This covenant is ancient, forged in 

mystery so old that myth and memory blend in its tellin&: 

The aorient desert dream we keep, 
A people touched by Cod, a certain grace 
That tells of You . We are 
Locked with You in old identity, 
Remembering the lightning of that place; 
Something in us of Your awesome will, 
Something of that mountain ' s thunder, still. (GOR22) 

The memor y of Sinai is kept alive by the sense that the original moment 

is present in every generation. While the specifics have changed, 

Israel's task within the framew~;k of the covenant remains essentially 

the same: 

And there are deserts s1 ~. ll. We are the Jew'>: 
We do not forget . . . 

And there are mountains still. We are the Jevs. 
We cannot forget. (GOR22) 

The deserts of inner emp t iness , the land of the Hollow Men in a value 

free culture, the mountains of pride and ,,bstinacy, obstacles to peace 

and human cooperation, remain to challenge Israel in each era, as it 

undertakes anew its work as a covenanted people. "See this people choose 

the mission that chooses it," (GOR394) says our prayerbook. 
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ln every generation since Sinai, Gates of Repentance claims, Israel 

has been "2 kingdom of priests and a holy people. This was to be the 

meaning and message of their existence •• • a people pledged to do [Cod ' s] 

will." (GOR417) They were "pledged to play a redemptive role in the 

world ' s unfolding destiny." (GOR419) Their covenant engaged them both 

o serve and to Lear witness. According to atah bachartanu, the 

traditional High Holiday insertion in the Tefilah, 

Our Sovereign. You have SUllU!!Oned us to Your service, 
that through us. Your great and holy name may become 
known in all the earth. (GOR34) 

Repeatedly, Gates of Repentance speaks of Israel as the witness 

to Cod's oneness and will, bound to bring the message of universal values 

to all humanity: 

Grant us peace, Your most precious gift , 0 Eternal 
Source of Peace, and give us the will to proclaim 
its message to all the peoples of the earth. (GOR38) 

We render thanks to "iuu that You have called us to 
Your service, to bring the knowledge of Your word to 
the four corners of the eartr,. You have called us 
Your servant . to give faithf~l witness even in 
suffering and deprivation. (GOR264) 

They shall not weaken 
They shall not be broken: 
at last to establish j ustice in the earth, 
as the most distant 1- ids respond to their teaching . 
(GOR428-S) 

In passages derived from LtJditional texts and in contemporary com-

positions, Cates 2.£ Repentarce carries the message of universalism. 

The very blend of sources is expressive of Israel ' s long term connu tment 

to universal teaching. The words of the pr ophet literally ~Lho through 

this prayer, 

Armies uproot vines and fig-trees , 
as wars and war's alarms make all a(raid. 
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where Israel's parti~ularism f inds its ultimate completion i n universal 

concern , 

Not for ourselves alone , but for all Your children 
do we invoke Your love . (GOR295) 

The Characters ' Mutual Need 

Captur ing a relationship that has changed as it has endured, those 

passages lo Gates of R~pentance that probe the mutual need of God and 

Israel offer a provocative blend of traditional and contemporary thought 

and expression. There is, for example , the striking contrast of this 

bethrothal imagery 

I wil! betroth you to Me forever; 
I \li.11 betroth you to Me in righteousness and justice, 
in love and compassion; I will betroth you to Me in 
faithfulness, and you shall knew the Lord, (GOR363) 

~hich evokes an image of pass ive Israel ' s yielding t o God's courtship , 

and this contemporar y meditation on Israel as tne chosen people, which 

gives Israel an active autonomous role in the relationship: 

God chose us . We chose G~d . 

Ther e is a myster y her e t:1at reason cannot solve 
nor cynicism dismiss . 
We can deny that ~ysLery, or we can humbly r ecognize it, 
each r esolving to be part of it , and sayinr; tc God" 

Here I am, s•,d me. (GOR429) 

There are several things to notice i n this latter passage. Firs t, 

the re is the emphasis ~n human freedom. W"nile t he traditional mah~or 

contains ample evidence that Israel has not lived up to the covenant in 

the past, nowhere does it conLain a passgge t hat articulates so clearly 

the option of evading t he covenan t obligation: ''we can deny t hat mystery 

or we can humbly r ecognize it. " "Fo r we ar e free," says Gates of 

Repent ance," free to love, f r ee to buil d the k.ingdom: f r ee to hate , f r ee 

to tear it down ... " (GOR215 ) 
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Second, there is a refusal in contemporary liturgy to express the 

relationship hetween God and Isr ael solely in metaphor s that reflect 

the status and structure of human relationships (ie. King/subject, 

Father/child, Lover/beloved) . The relationship must also be seen as a 

mystery, not only beyond rational explanation, but also beyond analogy. 

What remains is a bare notion of reciprocal action: "God chose us. We 

chose God." With no metaphor to guide the interpretation of this line, 

1;e at·e left with ambiguity: were the moments of choice referred to 

sequential or simultaneous, coincidental •:>r causal? If they were causal, 

wno chose first , God or Israel? This ambiguity is central to Gates of 

Repentance' s presentation of the God/Ist"ael relationship. While God's 

independent existence is firmly established, it is not clear in several 

passages in Gates of Repentance whether God exists at all outside of the 

godliness made manifest in human behavior. 

Another juxtaposition of traditional and iunovative expression 

occurs repeatedly in the gevurot passages of the Tefilah. In the more or 

less traditional Reform vers i on, wh!::.;1 occurs in the first Rosh Hashanah 

evening service, God 1s power is 

in the help that comes to the =ailing 
in the heali ng that comes to the sick, 
in the freedom You bring to the captive, 
in the faith You keep with those who sleep in the dust. (GOR31) 

AJ ready, this is a substantial departure, in sense as ~ell as in grall!mar, 

fr om thP traditional wording: 

Thou surportest all who fall, and heales t the sick; 
Thou settest the captives free, and keepest faith 
with those who sleep in the dust.9 

The traditional gevurot talks of God's acr:ing in the world, while Gates of 

Repentance locates God' s power in certain feelings and events. 



The gevurot of the second Rosh Hashanah morning service works an 

even greater change on the traditional text. It is no longer God, nor 

~ven God's power, that brings healing, but human love and "acts of 

grace" that succor the needy: 

Life's harsh winds uproot the weak; its hard rains 
beat down upon our kin. Let t hose who stand support 
the falling, keep faith with those who lie in the 
dust. To the sick, we must bring healing; and to 
those who are bound . release. How good to redeem 
the ancient pledge , for joy to blossom in arid soil! 
We give thanks for the power to live and to act. (GOR175) 
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This adaptation of the gevurot attempts to make sense of the figur4t;ve 

language that pervades the traditional mahzor: What do we really mean 

by God's power? How does Lranscendant godliness become immanent? 

The gevurot pass.l\ge on Yom Kippur morning alternates traditional 

descriptions of God with conlemporary interpretations . Divers ity here 

is neatly packaged. For worshippers who do not believe in God, humankind 

picks up the tasks of God's powers. ~ut those wors hippers for whom God 

exists independent of the manifestation of godliness thr ough human be-

havior can find in this passage a ~dtisfying interplay between God's 

exercise of benevolent power and humanity' ~ need to give life to this 

power through its own effort: 

You are the support of the fall i ng; 
Help us to lift up the fallen. 
You are the Author of freedom; 
Hel p us t o set free the captive. 
You are our Hope in death as in life. 
Help us to keep faith with those who 
sleep in the dust. (GOR310) 

In t he final permutation of the gevurot, on Yom Kippur afternoon, 

another level of imagery is penetr ated. The falling, the cap tives and 

those who s leep blind in the dust arti! not, as i n the last two passages 

quoted, others to whom the worshippers are bound to reach out . They are, 



154 

instead, parts of the worshippers' own pe rsonalities. The congregation 

must reach inside themselves to effect their own healing: 

We pray to stand upright, we fallen; to be healed , 
we sufferers; we pray to break the bonds that keep 
us from the world of beauty; we pray for opened 
eyes, we who are blind to our authentic selves. (GOR400) 

As is evident from the changes wrought on the gevurot passages, 

there is a profound effort in Gates ~ Repentance to dig beneath the 

language and categories of the traditional mahzor to discover an authentic 

prayer expression for those who find "steady belief and clear under-

standing difficult •. This effort has altered the emphasis of 

r~tes cf Repentance's portrayal of the connection be~een the God and 

Israel characters in the High Holiday drama. 

The traditional mahzor presents Israel's need of God and God's 

rnciprocal need of Israel. Israel wAnts forgiveness, but more than that, 

Israel wants life to have signiiicance . At the same time, God needs a 

vehicle for carrying out the divine purvose, a partner to complete the 

work of cr eation. The axis of this r ela tionship, the point at which both 

charac ters begin to meet their ~ceds, is the event of t eshuvah. Through 

teshuvah, Israel turns away f rom meaninglessness and moves towards God, 

and towards a st ructured view o! life that gives t emµoral existence en-

dur ing value. The i rony of the traditional High Holiday drama is that 

while Israel is begging so passionately for God to accept its prayers, 

God lias been waiting e.agerly for that very e£fort. God needs I s rael 's 

teshuvah , fo r only through the concrete efforts of Torah-guided humanity 

will God's redemptive futur e come to pass. 

The emphasis in Gate~ of Repentance is less on the moment of 

teshuvah than on the work that humanity must do - on its own - to bring 
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about this purposed redemption. God may function as an inspiration, an 

idea, the "great Enabler, " (GOR315) "the visi on that beckons to us," but, 

"we are: [God's] partners in creation •• , '' (GOR374) "For the kingdom of 

God is to be our doing , the work of women and men. " (GOR375) As in 

several of the gevur ot passages, God's power is seen as actualized only 

through human effort: 

When will r~demption come? 
When we master the ~iolence that fills our world. 
When we look upon others as we would have them 
look upon us . When we grant to every person the 
rights we claim for ourselves. (GOR103) 

God 's need for the partnership of humanity is implicit in the traditional 

~· In Gates of Repentance, it is explicit : 

.morning, noon, and night , a task awaits us. 
The lost and hungry to be found and fed, the sick 
and sad to be healed and cheered , a peaceful worl d 
to be built and kept. 
Although we must wait for judgment we may not wait 
for peace to fall like rain upon us ..• Peace will 
remain a distant vision until we do t he work of peace 
ourselves. If peace is to be brought into the world, 
we must bring it first to our families and communities. 
(GOR67) 

It is not a matter of humanity's tak5~& upon itself the tasks of a God 

~~o has withdrawn from the world. The tasks belong to us, not to God: 

We cannot pray to You , 0 God, • • banish war, 
for You have filled the world 
with paths to peace, 
if only we would take them. 
We cannot pray to You 
to end starvation, 
for there is for .. i enough for all, 
if only we would share it . 
. . . we must not ask of You, 0 God 
to take the task that You have given us. 
We cannot shirk, 
we cannot flee away, 
avoiding obligation for ever. 
Therefore w~ pray , 0 God, 
for wisdom and will, for cour age to do and become. (GOR363-4) 
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With the shift of emphasis toward humanity's partner ship with God, 

~ of Repentance focuses on the consciousness of sin and the moment 

of repentance less intensely than does ~he traditional mahzor . I srael 

does not, in Gates of Repentance . talk endlessly and abstractly about 

i t s need ar.d desire f or repentance . Instead, Gates of Repentance probes 

the meaning of teshuvah: teshuval1 is achieved• not just in the sensat ion 

of turning back to God in a moment of prayer, but in the ensuing commit-

ment to changed behavior: 

When justice burns within us like a flaming f ire, 
when love evokes willing sacrifice f rom us, when , 
to the las t full mP.asure of sel f less devotion, we 
demonstrate our belief in the ultimate triumph of 
truth :md right eousness , then Your goodness enters 
our lives; then You live within our hearts, and we 
through r ight eousness behold Your presence. (GOR254) 

One paradox offered by Gates of Repentance is that God is present 

in the moment after teshuvah, when the wor shipper begins to make God 's 

attributes part of his or her own life. The idea is both rabbinic and 

radical: 

Our rabbis taught: 
' I am God and you ar~ My witr.~sses . 
I can be r..od only when Yuu are my witnesses.' 
The word of God is of no avail 
Unless the congregation bear s witness. (GOR163) 

If, as we learn from the tradil .onal mahzor, God waits for Israel ' s 

t eshuvah , it is , according to Gates of Repentance, not for the unique act 

of turning that God waits , but for all of the s t eady, cu~ulative , un-

dramatic acts that will build a better world: 

And how does the Holy One find us? 
Through our love, friendship, and r espect. 
through companionship, truth , and peace; 
through the service of scholar s 
and the disc11ssion of students; 
through decency and a good heart ; 
through a No that is truly No. 
thr ough a Yes that is really Yes. (GOR385) 
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Tile Plot of th<> Drama: Personal Renewal 

Th~ plot cf the traditional mahzor brings Israel to j udgment on 

the occasion of the New Year. Warned that the sentence to be passed 

will be in just correlation to the deeds of the past year , Israel under­

goes a process of self- examination , confession ,'\lld renewal. In language 

reflecting the preoc~~ations of contemporary western cul t ure , Gates of 

~epentance adds new themes to the drama , and wrests a variety ~f iunovative 

meanings from ever y convention of the traditional plot. 

Thecies Responsive to Wor shippers' Needs 

In most places , this paper has desc~ibed Israel in abstract terms 

as a people or as a representative of general humanity. However, Israel 

is also a congrega tion of individual worshi ppers. While on one level, 

the plot of the High Holiday drama happens t o the people I s rael i n its 

longterm relationship with God, on the r.iost b.1sic and essential level , the 

High Holiday plo t happens to actual people sitting i n the sanctuary . The 

themes that Gates of RPpentance adjs tu the development of t he plot ar e 

responses to the needs and concerns of modern Reform Jews. It is helpful 

nere to remember the ~hap ter 11 summa1 of the Lenn and Fein reports on 

R~form Jewry in the 1970 ' s. The peopl e who make up Reform congrega tions 

are highly educated . One might expect them to be demand·ing of their 

experiences , sophisticated in t heir tastes . But , in gener a l, t hey do not 

come to synagogue expecting much in the way of spiritual challenge or 

fulfillment . 11 Wl14t should a revised litcrgy, then, do for RefornJ Jews? 

At the very least, it should try to offe r them an authentic prayer exper­

ience , with some congr uence het:ween words and feeling , t ext and belief. 
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Authenticity i n worship is an important theme in Gates of Repent­

~· We pray that God will "lead us t o take the words we shall speak 

into -:>ur hearts and our lives." (GOR166) We are urged to "be the same 

within and without ..• Become t he prayer for goodness [our] l ips have 

uttered." (GOR187) 

Gates of Repentance is filled with prayers that are only gently 

shaped nnd distinguished from the flow of conversational style. They 

are designed to speak plainly of life exper iences, to be the prayers 

chat people would utter spontaneously i f only they had the art . For t his 

reason, Gates of Repeutance stresses individual expression as the tra-

di tional mahzor never does. "This Rosh Hashanah," we r ead , "each of us 

enters this sanctuary with a diiferent need." (GOR165) Real prayer, 

this prayerbook seems to say, is one on One coaununication . With all 

the support and encouragement of the s roup set ting &nd the written 

litu rgy, sincere prayer has a priva te dimension. In t he c~mfession, 

traditionally a communal prayer, th•! first person i s used i n the formal 

introduction to the ~idui ~· and in the silent confessional medita-

tion . The words are ver y gr aphic, ver y ordinary. Poetry is laid aside 

as individuals are given an opportuni t y to pray : or themselves: 

Each person' s abilitiei:. are limited by nature a'1d by 
the circumstances we have had to face. Whether I have 
done better or wor se with my capacities than others 
with theirs , I cannot judge . But I do know that ! 
have failed in many ways t o live up t o my potentialities 
and Your demands . (GOR325) 

An authentic prayer experience is only one avenue in a pervasive 

quest for meaning in modern life. This is a s ear ch that Gates -2!_ 

Repentance takes cogni zance of and u~es as a lei tmotif: "May this day 

add meaning t o our lives. . " (GOR64) we read, "Noble is the mind in 
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search of meaning." (GORJ80) For the High Holiday drama to have ex-

periential validity, self-examination, confession and renewal must be 

mote than exercises: they must touch the worsh~ppers on the basic level 

of life ' s meaning: 

Why be concerned 'With meaning? Why not be content 
with satisfaction of deslres and needs? . . • Being 
human is a characteristic of a being who faces the 
question: After satisfaction, what? 
It is not enough for me to be able to say "I am:" 
I want to know who I am, in rel ation to whom I 
live .•. What am I here for? What is the meaning 
of my being? My quest is not for theoretical 
knowledge about myself. What I look for is not 
how to gain a firm hold on myself and on life, but 
primarily how to live a life tha~ would deserve 
and evoke an eternal Amen. (GOR180-l) 

According to Cates of Repentance, meaning can be approached in 

several ~ays. It can be found, first of all, in the endurance of some 

part of ourselves beyond the short span of years alloted. Even if the 

only truly las ting thing we have is a feeling of connection with God's 

eternity, or faith in the timelessnas~ of the values we treasure, this 

is enough to set our lives into a meanirigful context: 

On this solemn day of the New Year , we see life as 
though windows that open er. eternity. We see that 
love abides, the soul abides as You , r God, abide 
for ever. We see that our years are more than grass 
that withers, more than flC'wers that fade . They 
weave a pattern of life th~ · is timeless and unite 
us with a world that is from end to end the abode of 
Your love and the vesture of Your glory. (GOR158) 

Meaning cen also be found in a vision of purpose that connects human 

behavlor to worthy long range goals: 

But Your purpose gives meaning to our fleeting days, 
Your teaching guides us, and Your love sustains us. (GOR294j 

We pray that we may walk in thP. garden of a purposeful 
life, our own powers in touch with the power of the 
world. (GOR400) 



finally, meaning can be defined by approximation of a projected ideal: 

This is the vision of a great and noble life: 
to endure ambigui ty and to make light shine through it; 
t o stand f3st in uncertainty; 
to prove capable of unlimited love and hope. (GOR446) 

Lord, help us to rise above what ~e have been. Imbue 
us with love for all life and rever ence for all being; 
teach us to respond co Your greatness with awe. 
Strengthen us with Your love and guide us in the 
paths of righteousness . (GOR276) 
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The meaning that ~ oi Repentance sepaks about in these passages is 

more than intellecutal. It encompasses the total personality, the affec-

tive as well as the cognitive powers . 

Along with the sear ch for mea:ling, Gate~ of Repentance reflects a 

contemporary quest for love, 

In us, renew the love 
with which our life begins, 
sacred , joyful, fresh and free , 
bright with fables and with song: 
in us renew the life in which our love begins (GOR163-4) 

and for the revi.val or enlargemen i. of the capacity to love: 

A new heart will I give you , f , new spirit put within 
you . I will remove the heart of stone from your 
flesh, and give you a heart that feels. (GOR335) 

With all the pressures of modern :ife, sensitivities can become 

dulled , capacities blun ted, ralents or generous jmpulses neglected or 

repressed: 

Disf igured lies the human form divi.na, 
estranged f rom its center! (GOR277) 

In Gates _2!_ Repentance, Reform worshippe~s pray explicitly for wholeness 

and inne~ balance: 

Can we reopen our eyes to wisdom, 
To be, or hope to be , at one with the One. 
This day, if any, can make us whole. . . 
Trembling, we pray to gain a new heart, 
a new spirit . (GOR249) 



The principle of wholeness is presented as an ideal in ~ of 

Repentance: 

In the face of the many, to stand for the One; 
in the presence of fragmen:s, to make them whole. 
(GOR27} 

With the macrocosm of the co1111:1Unity echoing the micr ocosm of the in-

dividual, the same imagery is used to indicate the ideal of wholeness 

or integration of the desparate elements in the community of Israel: 

As You created the world on this day , uniting 
fragments into a universe, so help unite our 
hearts and the hearts of all Jews to serve You. 
(COR17} 

We pause in reverence before the gift of self; 
The vessel shatters, the divine spark shines through, 
And our solitar y self becomes a link 
in Israel's golden chain. (GOR118) 

In sum, Cates of Repentance attempts to create a climate within 

which the Reform worshi pper can participate sincerely in the processes 

of self exa1tination, confession and renewal that constitute the High 
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Holiday plot . The new litur gy builds this climate by demonstrating con-

cern for the authenticity of praye~, by incorporating opportunities tor 

individual expr ession withf ~ Lhe group setting, and by r e lating the 

worship experience to the contemporary search for meaning , love and 

personal integrati~n. 

The Conventions of the High Holiday Plot Seen Fresh 

A Season of Renewal. The plot beeins , in Gates of Repentance as in 

the t r aditional mahzor , with the worshipper ' s awareness of Rosh Hashanah 

as a turning point in the cycle o f the year: 

Now is the time for turning. The leaves ar e beginning 
to turn from green to r td and orange . 111e birds aie 
beginning to turn and are heading once 1110re toward 
the South . . . (GOR372) 
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The traditional mahzor's exp~ession ~f the New Year's decisive importance 

is duplicated in Gates of Repentance: 

This is ~he day of the world's beginning; now we 
recall creation ' s first day. On this day the 
fate of the nations is in the balance - for war 
or peac~ , for famine or plenty. So too wi th 
ever y single c reature; life and death are in the 
balance. (GOR144 ) 

This is the day of decision. Today we invoke 
You as the molder of our destiny. (GOR293) 

These paGsages communicate ~ of Repentance ' s essential commitment to 

the seriousness of the holidays. However, the contemporary unders tanding 

of the "birthday of the • .. :orld" i s made plai n at the beginning of the 

alt~rnative evening s~~vice for Rosh Hashanah: 

Hay Rosh Hashanah, birthday o f th~ world, be our 
dav of rebirth into l :fe and peace, serenity and 
safety .... As the New Year begins , so is hope 
reborn i n us ! (COR52) 

Unlike the traditional mahzor, which treats the passage of time fo r the 

individual as a token of mortality and of h•miani t y ' s i neignificance in 

the face of Cod ' s e t ernity, Gates of Repentdnce examine~ the annual 

cyc le f r om varying perspectives . The t•aditional mahzor's sharp sense 

of life' s brevity is preserved . ~owever, time' d passage also offers 

opportunities for growth, as the wor •h)pper looks back on the positive 

and negative experiences that filled the year . (GOR51-2) The cyclicul 

pattern which inte~rupts the linear mar ch of time holds the promise of 

changing one ' s di r ection , even reversing it somehow so that all that ls 

precious, young and beautiful in the i ndividual soul need not inevitably 

decay : 

Breathe Your spirit into us, that we may start 
life afresh with childhood ' s unbounded promise. (GOR85) 



We pray for winds to disperse the choking air of 
sadness, !or cleansing rains to make parched 
hopes flower, and to give all of us strength to 
rise up toward the sun. (GOR399) 

Before us lies a new day, 
and in the distance a new world 
oi..rs to create 
Ly the strength of our faith . (GOR20) 

~ew Life for a Legend. More than any prayer in the mahzor, the 

traditional Unetaneh Tokef sets the scene for the High Holiday drama, 

palnting an unforgettable picture of Israel's approach to GoC: in judg-

ment . The book of our days, filled with evidence written in our own 

hand1.rriting , the heavenly courttoom with its angelic masters-at-arms, 

the individual numbering and recording of souls, the Book of Life in 

which the judgment is recorded; each vivid image fixes and freezes our 
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understand~ng of the process of judgment and renewal. In the traditional 

mahzor, the Unetaneh Tokef occurs in the Reader's repitition of the musa! 

Amidah on the second day of Rosh Hashanah and on the morning of Yorn 

Kippur. In Cates of Repentance, it appears on the mornings of both 

holidays. As the only .E.!D'u:: in Cates of Repentance interpolated in the 

Tefilah for the holiday mornings, Unetaneh ,!okef achieves a prominence 

that exceeds even its foc:l position in the traditional Reader's repe-

tition. The text of the Unetaneh Tokef as printed in CatEs of Repentance 

is wholly traditional. However, the pa1:agraphs that introduce \.he prayer 

in each of its locations play freely with the themes in Meshullam ben 

Kalonymus ' powerful poem, and with thP. legend of its composition. A 

briEf analysis of this introductory material will demonstrate how Cates 

of Repentance works to achieve freedom within set themes, r especting, pre-

serving and rene1o1ing viable aspects of the traditional litur gy. 
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Two paragraphs introduce Unetaneh Tokef in Gates of Repentance's 

Rosh Hashanab services. The first paragraph alludes sketchily to the 

martyrdom of Rabbi An~on of Mayence . In Birnbaum's traditional mahzor, 

this information is given in great detail in a footnote. But in Gates 

.£!.Repentance, Rabbi Amnou enters the liturgy i t self. The first para­

graph also paraphrases the poem said to have been delivered by Amnon . 

Both Amnon's story and the poetic images of God's judgment are enriched 

and interpre ted in the second int roductory paragraph, which is linked to 

the first by the words, "a legend .•• and yet .• II The two toyi~s of 

thP first paragraph , Amnon ' s marty·dom and God ' s writing in the Book of 

Life , are legends. Interwoven in paragraph two, they shed light on each 

other. Rabbi Amnon of Mayence was not wholly free: the sit uation that 

lad to his martyrdom was Rtructured by outside f or ces . Yet to the extent 

that he was able to choos<', he acted freely to a ffi rm his faith. He 

repented his having agreed, ev;:;o ~mentarily to deaden his soul by re-

nounc ing Judaism. Amnon ' s particular situation speaks through every 

phrase of the second paragraph ' s interpretation of the Book of Life and 

teshuvah: 

and ye t, surely our dePds do not pass away unrecorded. 
Every word, every act nscribes itself in the Book of 
Life. Freely we choose , and what we have chosen to 
become stands in judgment over what we may yet hope to 
be. In our choices we are not always free. But if only 
we make the effort to turn, every force of goodnP-ss 
within and without, wEl help us, while we live, to 
escape that death of the heart which leads to sin. (GOR106) 

Through the counterpoint of these two legends, Gates of Repentance manages 

to unfreeze the po..,erful but static imagery of the Unet aueh Tokef, giving 

new life to metaphors like the Book of Life , th~t are too ingrained to be 

dispensed with, but too remote from modern thought to be comfortably 

spoken by Reform worshippers. 
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The introduction to the poem in t he Yom Kippur service expands yet 

another part of the Unetaneo Tokcf imagery - the sentences that are set 

as judgment is pronounced. Utillzing the form of the traditional "who 

shall live, who shall die. " this new composition turns each sentence 

into a met aphor of inner life: 

Who shall llve for the sake of others, 
Who, dying, shall leave a heritag~ of life. 
riho shall burn with the fires of greed, 
Who shall drown in the waters of despair. (GOR311) 

In the new liturgy ' s Unetaneh Tokef, God ' s judgtnent, the Book cf Life, 

the sentencing, the sealing and the revision of God ' s decisions all are 

realized for the worshipper as images of an internal process. 

New Sins: A New Confession. Gates £f. Repentance was composed 

during a great exple>sion of popular psychology. The 1970 ' s was the 

decade of "~ism", of Rolfing, the Esaleo Institute, Gestalt therapies, 

primal scream,rebirthing and EST. These therapies and other s fed a 

sudden enormous consumer demand for treat~ent of psychological dis-ease. 

People wanted and considered 1 t thel.r basic human right t o be ''O. K. ". 

Angst , alienation, anxiety, fcdr, neurosis, guilt, repression of feeling 

andina~ility to love were s~en as inconsistent with the modern model of 

healthy adjustment. Some of :he language already used in this chapter 

reflects this psychological model: (ie) "integration o: personality," 

''wholeness " and "authenticity . " Other fea tures of the healthy model 

propounded in the popular press throughol•t the 1960' s and 70' s included 

the exploration and uti lization of one ' s full potential, the unre-

pressed expression of emotion, the discovery and exploit~tion of hidden 

talents and interests , and the es tablishment of satisfying relationships 

in the family, ~rkplace and social life. Both the ability to be 

int imate , and the ability to tolerate freedom and change in others were 

equally valued. 
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The new liturgy's revision and supplements to the traditional 

confession must be seen against this background . What has been achieved 

is a blending of contemporary perceptions of the personality with the 

traditioual ethical and social values of Judaism. The healthy model 

Jew is whole antl authentic to the extent that he or she responds with 

truth , justice and love to intimates, associa tes and the larger com-

m•1nity. The full potential of the ideal Jew includes civic cour age , 

social responsibility, generosity and self control, all traditional 

Jewish values. As lost opportunities for personal growth are confessed, 

But there were dreams that came to naught 
.•• and times wh~n we refu sed to dr eam, 
These with much regret, we now remember 
as the n~~ vear begins, (GOR52) 

so are failures ot omission in regard tc one's Jewish identity, 

We have given meager support to our Houses of 
worship, We have neglected our heritage of 
learning, (GOR404) 

and in reg : d to Reform Judaism ' s universal commit'l1ents, 

We have sinned against life by failing to work 
for peace, We have sinned against life by keeping 
silent in the face of injustice, We have ~inoed 
against life by ignoring those who suffer in 
distant lands. (GOR404) 

As Gates of Repentance has attempted throu~ 1out lhe text to make 

the language of prayer natural and believable, so in the confessional 

passages, even in those alphabetical lists composed with artistry to 

parallel the effect of the Hebrew acrostics, a contemporary ~tyle of 

language has been sought for the exercise of self-examination: 

We have sjnned against ourselves and have not risen 
to fulfill the best that is in us. (GOR404) 

I have been weak. Too often I have failed to make 
the requisite effort to do my work conscientiously, 
to give my full attP.ntion to those who needed me, to 



speak the kindly word, to do the generous deed, to 
express my concern for my friends . I have not loved 
enough, not even those closest t o me. (GOR325) 

There is some attempt to organize the process of confession, to ~roup 
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the s i~s into categories which express the ideals from which people have 

departed . The Hebrew al het verses of Yom Kippur morning are preceded 

by a responsive r eading that lists the sins that are "failures of 

Truth," "failures of Justice," and "failures of Love." (GOR327-9) In 

the silent meditation preceding that passage, thoughts are group~d t o 

highlight the sins colllllll.tted against the self: 

How I wish I had learned to ma;ter myself; 
to control my impulses; to curb my craving for 
pleasur e • . . I have not been true to myself .. 
I have failed to make the r~quisite effort to do 
my work conscientiously, 

sins against loved ones and associates: 

I have f ailed •.. to bive my full ~ttention to 
those who needed me, to speak the kindly wcrd , 
to do the gener ous deed . . 

the sins against the community : 

Have I been a source of thi ~ str~ngth? 
Have I even acquain to?d 1oyse lf. . . with the 
histor y of my people. 

and agains t the world: 

And do I not share some r esponsibility for 
the social evils which I see, hear about and 
r ead about daily? Rave I always used ~y 
opportunities as a citizen to relieve suffering? 
t o speak out against injostice, to promote 
harmony in the life of my ci t y, my country and 
the nations of the world? (GOR325) 

Full confession_!~ a proct:ss accomplished in the traditional mahzor 

by incessant repetition. In Gates of Rerent ance, the confession passages 

change with each reiteration to r eveal new face::s of self-inquiry. Ther e 

is a restraint i n these passages, a reluc tance to oven.ilelm, an attempt to 
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keep the language fresh and alive. The ashamnu bagadnu passage of Yom 

Kippur eve is given a full alphabetic English equivalent. But in the 

morning, when the greater emphasis will be placed on the development of 

the al het, the ashamnu bagadnu passa~e is treated briefly in English. 

[ts acrostic is foreshortened, and aptly swnmarized in a line that digs 

beneath the confessions ' rhetorical device to suggest the meaning of the 

alphabetic form: 

We are arrogant, brutal, careless, destruc tive 
egocentric, false; greedy, heartless, insolent 
anc! joyless. 
Our sins ~.!!!_alphabet of ~· (GOR327, emphasis added) 

ine goAl of this total confession is stated at the beginning of the Yom 

Kippur evening service: 

All pretenue gone, 
naked heart reveAled to the hiding s elf, 
We stand on holy ground, 
between the day that was 
and the one that must be . (GOR249) 

This is a goal of many psychologi cal therapies: to find the truth about 

the se lf, and to know the freed rm of living truly i n the inunediate moment. 

It was sugges ted earl!.er fo this chapter t hat the plot of the contempo-

rarf High Holiday dram..i resembled therapy pe:rhaps more than the court-

room; that God's role mig. ~ be more that of a caring counselor than that 

of a judge. The judge pronounces guilt and innocence. The counselor 

guides and witnesses self-education and growth. 

Repentance and Forgiveness. As modern as Gates .5!!_ Repentance may 

~e in its surface features of language and tone, its structure is basi-

cally traditional. Rabbinic insight into human nature s till gives form 

to the High Holiday plot. So, in Gates of Repentance, as in the 

t raditional mahzor, Selichot passa~es follow the confessional: 



While I keep silent, my hear t groaned with anguish 
all day long. 

For day and night Your hand was heavy upon me . 
Then I confessed my sin to You , 

concealing my guilt no more; and You 
forgave me. (GOR333 , from Ps. 32-34) 
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Wltat is required after confession is tha~ we be allowed to turn " .•• from 

the hurt to its remedy." (GOR37) What we need is del iverance "from 

bondage to the past; release . •• from the stranglehold of evil habits; 

[freedom . • • ] to start afresh." (GOR294) In its traditional selections, 

as in their adjacent contempotary echoes, Gates of Repentance leads the 

worshipper from the consciousness of sin to the possi bility of rebirth. 

A seJection frnm Psalm S says at the beginning, " ... I know my trans-

gressions and my sin is always before me , " (GOR272) but concludes 

"create in me a clean hear t, 0 God, .•. Then will I teach transgressors 

Your way and cause sinners to return to You." (GOR272) A similar passage 

in the same group of prayers begins with despair at the failure of 

relationships, 

Who among us is rightecus 
enough to say: "I have not sinned?" 
Born of love t o love, 
We grow weary 
heavy with r egr et 
sorry for ourselves 
and afraid to know 
what might have been, 

yet ends with a vision of communion and clarity: 

Let us recall together , 
blessed moments when clouds parted 
and the sun appeared . We looked . ~e saw. 
There was healing and the hope of joy; 
we were at peace and knew the joy of hope. . • (GOR277) 

The process of inner change is not a1Jtomatic, uor does it t ake place 

neately ... 'i:hin the confines of the confession and Selichot prayer s . It 

works continually t hroughout the Yorn Kippur services, in supplementary 



readings and meditations . Ther e are many moments of stumbling and 

hesitation: 

We have prayed for peace , 
even as we laughed at truth 
for blessing 
but did not care t o do Your will; 
for mercy, 
and have shown none to othe rs. 
We have pra:•ed for impossible things: 
peace without j ustice 
forgiveness without restitution 
love withoct sacrifice. (GOR498) 

In Gates of Repentance as in the traditional !llahzor, true teshLvah is 

regarded as enocmously difficult: 

For leaves , birds, and animals, turning comes 
instinctively. But for us turning does not come 
so easi~y . It t akes an act of will for us to make 
a turn. It means breaking with old habits. It 
means admitti11g that we have been wrong: and this 
is never easy. It means losin g face ; it means 
starting all over again ; and this is always 
painful. (C-OR372) 
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Nothing in Gates of Repentance rel ieves the necessary pain of changing, or 

allows the worshipper to hack do•'ll from the challenge. But a few rabbinic 

quotations , pieced together among ::he meditations on "Turning," render 

assurance that the effort is worthwhile: 

Great is repentance, for it brings healing to 
the wor ld . 

Great is repentance, for it brings near the 
time of r edemption. . • • (GOR373) 

Life 's Goodness. As in the traditional mahzor, t he plot ' s solution 

has been present from the first zochrenu lechayim: "Remember us unto life , 

0 King, who delights in life. • " (GOR30) Since God delight'> in life, 

the plot of the High Holiday dr ama is intended to renew and return the 

congregation to f uller life . Throughout the t ext, one cOl:i~~ dLross 

testimony to the goodness of life despite all pitfalls: 



Grant us another year in the Book of Life 
with its peril , injustice, 
And the good daylight . (GOR387) 

Holy is the Jew, today and tomorrow, who bears 
witness to the goodness of life. (GOR27) 

Life 's goodness and wonder are apparent in nat~re: 

O world , where miracles spring up to meet us along 
the way, we hold you ~lose and give thanks for 
morning light, for evening calm. 

Sun and moon, sea and sky, snow and mist, city 
streets and country lanes, what joy to know you, 
h~w excellent to touch you . (GOR66} 

and in the human spirit: 

Honor those who endure: 
The seeker, the giver , the one who l oves. 
All those who sing and all who weep: 
t he one who makes his loss a gain, 
the one who gives his h~art to life. (GOR182) 
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The goodness of life discovered in the arduous process of self evaluation 

and renewal that constitutes the High Holiday plot, is the answer to the 

J!Odern worshipper' s search for value and meaning. 

Open our eyes to the goodness of life 
and its sacred opportunities for service. (GOR264) 

The Subplot: From the Particular to the Un iverc~l 

As in the traditional mahzor, a subplot concerning Israel ' s people-

hood coexists with Gates of Repentance~ plot of personal renewal. But 

whereas the key word of the traditional subplot i$ memory (Israel's 

ren,embr ance of God and God's remembrance of Is rael), the key concept of 

the subplot in Gates .£f. Repentance is survival . In the tradi t ional 

~. the highli~hts of Jewish existen=e were in the past, in tr.c days 

of the fathers or the tribe and in the days of the Holy Temple. God is 
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asked to exercise patien::e and to pardon Israel for the sake of Israel ' s 

ancestors. The focus of Gates pf Repentance, on the other hand, is on the 

present moment. A r emnant of Israel stands on the edge of the abyss and 

knows that it carries whatever is useful from the past within itself. 

Israel now asks Goa for forgiveness, ~elp and inspiration, not for the 

~ake of its ancestors. but fo r the extent to which the current members 

of Israel can appropriate, adapt and add to the faith of the past: 

Lord, You are our God, even as You were the God of 
Abraham and Sarah, the God of our fathers and mothers, 
the God 0£ all the ages of Israel . They ar e our past 
as we are their future . We recall their vision and 
pray for the strength to keep it alive; Help us, 0 God 
and shield, to keep their faith . (GOR61) 

There are four major consequences to this emphasis on Israel ' s 

surviva! . The first is Gates of Repentance's sensitivity to the wor-

shipper's present moment and to the modern envir onment . The second is 

the way that Gates oi Repentance per ceives the current generation in 

rela tion to the past. The third is Ll.e warmth with which Gates of 

Repentance speaks of the Jewish folk. The final ccnsequence is the 

method of Gates of Repentance ' s approach to the past. 

Awareness of tbe Present 

Reading the traditional mahzor, the worshipper is caught in an 

unspecified time after the Exile but before th'? Redemption. The wor-

Rhipper's Olm time (riune remain~ uncharacterized, as if it is irrelevant 

to the worship experience. In contrast . Gates of Repentance frequently 

describes the troubles and per il of the modern condit ion , r estat1ng an 

almost prophetic an~lysis of society's ills in terms applicable not onl y 

to this century but to this generation: 



. the wor ld is dark, Lord, and cold with fear 
and rage, The hammer of chaos beats loudly within 
our breasts: :low can we endure? (GOR445) 

Here we stand , heir~ of the pas t and makers of 
the future- - priestly , privileged, 
but heavily burdened 
with blindness , folly, unfaithfulness . (GOR249) 
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More than with historical circumstances , Cates of Repentance is concerned 

~ith the decay of the spiritual environment . Given the mixed blessings 

of information overload and runaway technology , the mind itself, in-

strumenta1jty of progress and source of human pride, is flawed and 

afflicted : 

Knowledge gr m.-s: st141 we s tray and in pride assault 
those heavens 
Lunar cold invades us 
Many fail and fall. 
Nothin~ abides. 
0 but some who shine as stars bear 
witness to Your love. (GOR4ll) 

Civic failure testifies to the breakdown of the social compact: 

Look now to the cities: 
see the broken streets, 
poor and decayed, 
and all are afraiJ. 
See them and ask: 
~~at have we done? (GOR276) 

Lord, Your earth yields enough to c~tisfy the 
needs of every • iving creature, but ituman greed 
thwarts Your purpose, and countless of Your 
childr en go hungry and naked ••. (GOR469) 

Values are tur.1ed upside dowr-, as evil triumphs and goodne,js assures 

nothing: 

Merely to have survived is not an index of excellence. 
Nor, given the way things go, 
Even of low cunning. 
Yet l have seen the wicked in great power, 
And spreading himself like a green bay tree. 
And the good as if they had never been; 
Their voices are blown away on the winter wind. (GOR331) 



A terrible disparity of circumstance separates the inhabitants of the 

globa l village . Mis~uided effort~ to r each across the gap have led to 

disaster, dnwing guilt and regret in their wke: 

And to what purpose, as the darkness closes about . 
And toe child screams in the jellied fire 
Had best be our present concern 
Here is this wilderness of comfort 
In which we dwell. (GOR332) 

Worst of all has been the modern withdrawal from God: 

Vision fades as the Presence recedes; 
the voice grows still; 
the search for God is over and gone! 
We are alone, all alone, 
our meaning unreQembered. (GOR277) 
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Gates of Repentance ' s highly critical picture of the modern world prompts 

an immediate search for enduring valu~s, reliable spiritual resources, 

and roots: 

Strong was the faith of those who stood here 
before us, while we are ol a generation that has 
sought to dethrone You. Strange to see the agonies 
of our time grow more numerous and 'IIOre intense 
the more our worship centers on ourselves . •. For 
You are with u~ whenever we seek Your presence • . 
(GOR120) 

A Usable Past 

Spiritual and intellectual r~sources can be found in a past that ia 

used by the new liturgy as a vast treasury from which jewels and mementos 

can be drawn at will. In eclectic attitude, Gates of ~entance resembles 

the payetannim who pulled verses ad libitum from anywhere in Scripture. 

But in range and willingness to move beyond the Biblical canon, Gat~ of 

Repentance far exceeds those medieval masters. The few passages that 

deal directly with Israel's history bridge vast stretches of time in a few 

phrases, locking dispa rate events in fruit~ul communion . Io the following 



passage, the Exodus, First Exile and Holocaust are linked to create a 

message of survival: 

Many are our d~reats, yet how many our deliverances ! 
After servitude to Pharaoh, we choose service to God; 
after exile in Babylon, we rebuild God's shrine; 
yesterday ' s wounds, so nearly fatal, begin to heal; 
and 4srael living stiJl , plants new seeds of 
redemption. (GOR307) 

tn another passage• the entire Bible is suggested with the names of a 
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few individuals and r ecollected incidents , and the whole pattern of their 

truth-seeking is connected to our own: 

We remember Abraham and Isaac walking together toward 
their mountain; Jacob dreaming of a ladde r to link 
heaven and earth; Moses tuning aside to look at the 
common bush burning with a divine flame; David dancing 
before the Ark of Your covenant; a shepherd prophet 
roaring Your word like a lion; the days and year s of 
our own lives - a search for light in a dark and dirty 
time. And we remember a rainhow. 

While Israel' s entire past and accumulated library are both avail-

able for the selection of poems, prayers, wisdom or historical allusions, 

one moment is set in bold relief. That moment is the Sinaitic vision , 

or - in its expanded version - th·~ sequence that began with the Burning 

Bush and enued with the Reve la:ion at Mt. Sinai. This singular set of 

episodes defined Israel fo r ever, created its peoplehood and formulated 

its task: 

Now we call to mind the great moment when Israel stood 
at Sinai and hl?rlrd the voice of the Sho{ar. There our 
people entered into Your covenant , to be Your ~ltness 
to the world. From there they went forth to proclaim 
the laws by which the free may live and the enslaved 
find hope. (GOP.215) 

Sinai was decisive not only for our ancestors, but also for ourselves; 

for. "This vision was seen by the founders 0£ our people. At the Mountain 

they pledged themselves and us, r_heir children." (GOR249) While Sinai is 
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used in ~.21 Repentance as a symbol of the enduring bond between 

Jews and their past, it is also seen as the wellspring of Jewish di-

versity. Differing approaches to Corl and to Jewish religion have 

emerged because the essence of the Sinaitic moment was an encounter 

which is infinitely repeatable: "From that day to this have we, a 

people acquainted wit'.1 miracle and disaster, encountered You again and 

again on the path of our life." (GOR215) Revelation, or encounter with 

God, is relived by every generation in its turn, 

Each generation has its path; each a vision of its 
own . Yet each is linked to all; their origin and 
goal are one. (GOR174) 

Torah is the refore a~ ongoing phenomenon which results, as the Centenary 

Perspective says , "from the relationship between God and the Jewish 

peoµle .•• For mi llenia , tne creation of Toral1 has not ceased and Jewish 

creativity in our time is aading to the chain of grad it.ion. 1112 

One example of the changes that can be wrought through a c r eative 

encounter with traditional s~urces is t he new Avodah prayer of Yorn Kippur 

afternoon. As in the traditional ~h=or, this Avodah draws together 

Israel's story, gathering all those elements ~f Israel' s history re-

ferred to elsewhere in t he service , and organizing ~hem into a narrative 

that expresses the meaning and pur pose ot the Jewish experience . ln the 

t raditional Avodah, Am.its Koach, the s tory is worked as a complete ruani-

fold alphabetical acrostic, with each five word line in every stanza 

beginning with the same letter. When the alphabe tical acrostic ends, 

the work continues in acrostic style to spell out the author ' s name and 

the word BaZaK. In contrast t o this unity of design, the Gates of 

Repentance i.vodah is an anthology that speaks in many voicec:, f:-om many 

points of view . In Hebrew and English, Torah secti on and Psalm, direct 
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translation and free retelling, m~dern poetry and prose, the new Avodah 

loosely parallels the sequence set by tbP original, but greatly expands 

it--radically changing its emphasis. 

Kalooymus ' focus was the glory of the service in the Holy Temple. 

The centerpiece of the new Avodah is Sinai, an<l the listing of the Teo 

Collllll8ndments. Six main episo~es lead up to Sinai : creation of the 

world (here retold poetically in a manner compatible with modern science), 

creation of humanity unique in its gift of mind and soul; the tasting of 

the Tree of Knowledge (p=esented first in the poem, out of sequence, to 

emphasize the primacy of mind); Ca!.n's murder of Abel, symbolic of all 

murder; the selection or inspiration uf the people Israel , beginning 

with the person of Abraham; and finally the cedemption of Abraham's 

descendants from slavery. 

In the six episodes leading away from Sinai, the reader is 

figuratively brought down the mountain and into thP world . The journey 

starts in the Promised Land, where the first Te~ple was construc ted. 

The story con tinues with the des truction of th~ First Temple, tells of 

return and reconstruction , and of the second femple's ritual for Yorn 

Kippur. The passage describing the Temple rite ls excerpted from the 

traditional Avodah, but draws several lei.sor.s from the original: "so 

too, do we confess our own sins, and pray on behalf of our loved ones" 

· . . (GOR422) "we too pray not only for ourselves but for the Je\:ish 

people as a whole. " (GOR424) The new Avodah's 1.isting of the sins 

of the people parallels the traditi.onal passage, "Indeed the iniquities 

of our fathers destroyed our sacred home, and ou r own sins retard i t s 

:-estoration. 1113 How<?ver, the modE:rn Avoda~ itemizes these sins matter 

of factly, without open attribution of blame for the Temple's destruction. 



178 

finally the Temple is replaced. after its downfall, with the synagogue , 

which becomes "the fortress . •• the place of • • . deliverance." (GOR426) 

~~ereas the tradional Avodah ends with a concentrated appeal to Cod ' s 

memory of Abraham. Isaac and Jacob . the people of I srael , God ' s own mer cy. 

and Jerusalem's Mt. Zien where Cod has dwelt. the new Avodah concl udes 

~~th a message ~f survival. The covenanted people will endure to carry 

out the purpose revealed at Sinai: 

Though bent like a reed , 
they shall not be broken; 
though their flame burns low, 
they shall not be snuffed out; 
faithfully shall they bring forth justice. (CC\R428) 
.. . At last to establish just ice in the earth 
as the most distant lands r espond to their 
teaching. (GOR429) 

The Jewish Folk 

1t is natural that, feeling themselves to be survivors of the Holo-

caust and of o~her r-aumatic events in Jewish history, Refoyw J~ws of 

the twentieth century would want both to pay homage to the gener~tions 

of men and women who came before, and to celebrate the warmth 5nd close-

ness of Jewish kinship among the remnants. 

'Avinu Malkeinu,' we pray, 
a hu11dred generations have stood 
as we do now before the open ark. (GOR189) 

~ Yisrael of the past and of the present is spoken of throughout Gates 

of Repentance with rev.-rence and affection. "In our pray.:?rs, in our hope , 

we are one with all Jews on earth." (COR394 ) Unlike the traditional 

~. which uses proper names and r efers to individuals aparingJ y, 

reserving those honors only for Biblical personnages, primarily the ~. 

~El. Repentance ' s liturgical past is filled with the names of prophets 

and rabbis. (COR33, 367, 373) The effect of the use of names is to 
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per£onalize the abstract past. Ordinary Jews, unremar kable in any way 

but in their continuing faithfulness, also appear in Gates of Repentance: 

Our mothers and fathers kindled light. 
To lead us to the day of shining hope, 
with mercy our companion along the way . 
Homage to the faithful who came before us . • . (GOR174) 

]he vision of God's purpose, the touch of spirit, can res t on any and 

all Jews: 

You are present, 0 Eternal One, not on peaks of vision 
alone; at any moment we may turn and find You. Tile 
whisper of a thought, the most humble touch of being, 
may lead us to You . (GOR215) 

.turn to the ancient battered house of prayer. 
There to this day. your eyes may see 
Jews with faces lean and lined, 
Jews of the Exile, bearing it:; heavy weight, 
fu r getting their toil in a Talmud's tattered page . (GOR429) 

The use of names from the J ewish past, the continual r epetition of the 

phrase, "our people , " (GOR174) the inclusion of the mothers of our people 

in the free translations of the ~ oJessing in the Amidah, (GOR260) the 

r~iteration of our common task (GOR264) and responsibility for each 

otber all combine t o build the senF~ that our High Holiday worship cel e-

brates and values Jewish peoplehood . 

At the same time , ~ates E...r Repentance expresses solidarity with and 

rE>spect fo r rhe memory of those who did not survive. The Holocaust is not 

uniquely r emel!lbered: 

My people ' s pains have flamed 
in sacrifice 
Upon Your altar through slow moving time. (GOR380) 

Nevertheless, the Holocaust was such an extraordinary occurrence t hat it 

receives specjal attention in references throughout t he text and in the 

martyrology. In each i nstance, the lesson drawn is that of s ur vival. 

Along with a physical remnant , what sur vived was spirit , light and value: 

--------~-----



Bew unyielding is the will of our peopl e Israel! 
After the long nightE , after ~he days and years 
when our ashes blackened the sky, Israel endures, 
heart still turned to love, soul s t i l l t o l ife. (GOR25) 

A Jewish Message: A Jewish Method 
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Just as the prophetic books concluded IJith messages of consolat ion, 

so the method by which the subplot is conducted is ~imed at uplift and 

consolation. Events in the subplot are used not only for their own 

value in building t~e story of the history of Israel, but for the 

lessons that can be extrapolated from the~. It is not enough to learn 

thdt Isr ael was taken out of s l avery: the endur ing message of that 

redempti~n must be brought home: 

Once we were in bondage, then we were f r ee. In 
that first liberation our people saw revealed the 
po;.ier of the Most Hi gh. They per ceived that His 
presence redeems t ime and event from the hands of 
tyrants . (GOR103) 

Only if we understand the implications of the Exodus will its recounting 

move us to appropriate action: 

Let the Shofar's sound awaken the voice of 
conscience, our conunon worship unite us ::..n 
love, our memories vf bondage impel us to 
help the oppressed . (GOR64) 

for the survivors, even the memor y of humanity's darkest hours is 

followed by a glimmer of hope: 

We pause in t~rror before the human deed: 
The cloud of annihilation, the concentrations for death, 
The cruelly casual ~ay of each to each. 
But in the s tillness of this hour 
We find our way from darkness into light . (GOR118) 

Our people has experienced untold suffering and 
wondrous redemptions: we await a redemption more 
lasting and more splendid than any of the past. (GOR102) 
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The traditional mahzor comes to its assurance that Exile will be 

followed by an ultill!Rte r edemption through God ' s promises of a messianic 

culmination . ~ of Repentance comes to its messianic assurance 

through the facts of Jewish s uffering and survival: 

See this people, exiled twice and twice sur•1iving, 
teaching in its first exile the unity of God and, 
in its second , the oneness of humankino • 
. . . This people I s rael lives to tell God ' s 
praise, men's hopes , women ' s dreams. 
Congregation Israel: .•• 
. . . Can you not see in your past 
a story told for all peoples, 
whose shining conclusion has ye t to 
unfold? (GOR394) 

From the particular stor y , mission and effort of this one people will 

flow the lesson of universal salvation: 

This twilight hour reminds us also of the day 
when if we are fa ithful to our mission, Your 
light will arise over all the world, and 
I s rael ' s spirit ual descendants will be as 
numerous as the stars of heaven. (GOR519) 

ln passages derived from the t r aditional ~ahzor, as well as in con-

temporary compositions, Gates of Redemption articulates a clear vision 

of future redemption fo r all humank1nd: 

Let the time come when all the peoples will be 
joined in bonds that cannot break. The nations 
will yet be at peace; the ea th will yield good 
fruit. Mountains and waters will exult , those 
who sowed in tears will r eap in joy, and all will 
sing with one accord. (GOR307) 

A world released from sorrow to joy . 
The bowed head shall be raised , the bent back 
made straight . Those who dragged their chains 
shall dance and sing. O may violence give way 
to goodness, the land be cleansed of t yrants, 
and the prophets ' word redeemed: "Peace shall 
rule the earth !" (GOR63) 

Use us, Lord, to speed the day of reconciliatiun 
when poverty , rac ial prejudice, and religious 
hatred no longer threaten to destroy us ; when 



violence, angry conflic t, and mis trus t are for gotten 
evils; 
when our wealth i s uaed to feed t he hungry and heal 
the sick 
when we cherish the world and hold it in trust for our 
children' s children. (GOR446) 
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S!o~ly , but eventually, that t ime will come , through a mutual reinforce-

ment of human effort and divine inspiration. The process is painstakingly 

~xplained, but its application will be harder than the telling: 

Let now an In finite Presence teach us a gentleness 
that transcends force and melts our hardness of 
heart. Then shall we be sensitive to the needs of 
our neighbors, a.id responsive to the ir pleas. 
All who struggle vainly for attention, 
and those who shrink from another's touch. 
All whose faces we forget from one encounter to 
the next. And those who never seem to find a 
resting place in the family of the secure . . . (GOR403) 

The messianism of Gates of Repentance i s strictly and singleheartedly 

prophetic and r..tbbinic: righteousness and mercy will surely triumph at 

last , but only if we begin by being j us t and compassiona t e ourselves. In 

the "Additional Pr<iyer s" of Yom Kippur aftar noon , Micah, Isaiah, Amos, 

Habbakuk , Akiba and Hillel are summon2d to testify to this account. 

(COR36809) The contemporary meditation that follows these sel ec t ions 

only augments and strengthens the lesson, br inging t he subjects of our 

concern to life in vivid langua~e: 

The luckless, the victims, the self-defeated ; these 
Your children whom we often shut out o( our lives; 
give them light and joy, and shelter from the coldness 
of their neighbo rs . And give us. 0 God of compassion , 
days when we shar e their failures; r emove our for get­
fulness and sedl memory into us, that not again will 
we laugh at their errors or shrug at their sadness . (GOR369) 

The subplot of ~ of Rep~ntance, like the subplot of the traditional 

mahzor , turns .JS back to life and to deeds. The ultimate r esul t of High 

Holiday prayer mus t ~e action i n the direction of modest and achievable 

goals: 



We have learned: say always, "the world was cr eated 
for my sake," aml never say "Of what concern is all 
this to me?" Live as if all life depended on you. 
Do your share to add some improvement, to supply 
some one thing that is missing , and to leave the 
world a little bet ter for your stay on it . (GOR369) 

Epilogue: Ne'ilah 

In the last pages of the Ne'ilah service, plot and subplot meet, 
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and, as at the end of a theatrical piece, the audience turns to compre-

hend the drama as a ·•hole. Pleas for forgiveness, personal peact, 

security and meaning can now be seen in the context of Israel ' s long 

unfinished journey from pa r ticular revelation ~o universal redemption. 

Every major theme of the High Holiday drama is found in the Ne'ilah 

service in rapid fire dialogue . God's creativity is answered by our 

responsibility to complete creation with "our hear t, our life, our 

work." (GOR522} The moral frailty of the human soul is answered by 

the dignity of free choice. Te~huvah is answered by forgiveness; 

Israel's peoplehood by God's parenthood . The mystery and majesty of 

God is answered by the qualit~· uf godliness that is intimately within 

us. The world's pain and centrifugal tensions are answered by the 

Oneness of God. 

To learn what Judaism has to say to the modern heart and mind, 

one mi~ht reasonably and legitimately begin with a close reading of 

~of Repentance. 
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CHAPTER IV 

EDUCATIO~ FOR ADULTS 

The Leaming Adult 

In Jewish le~end , the first and most remarkable adult education 

student uas Akiba hen Joseph, who began his study of ~he alef-bet when 

he was forty years oltt. Perhaps the first great adult educator was 

Rachel , Akiba ' s wife . Rachel did not teach Akiba, nor did she spend 

much time with him. But she performed the two essential functions of 
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an adult educator. First, she p:ojected an absolute conviction that an 

adult can learn. Second, she arrz.nged conditions so that her student 

could learn on his own. 

The lessons of Rachel were rev ived at an annual meeting of the 

American Association for Adult EducaLion in Cleveland in 1927, when the 

psychologist E. L. Thorndike announced to a startled crowd that adults 

can indeed learn. Thornd.ike had established by his r esearch that adult 

capacity to learn d~clines very slowly , at d rate of 1% a year from ages 

45-70. 1 A short time later, .horndike's colleague, Irving Lorge, did 

studies showing that what declined for adults was not intellectual power 

but speed of learning, and even that decline could be minimized by con­

tinued use of the subject mattcr.2 

Since Thorndike • s dramatic routing of negative "old dog. . . new 

tricks" folk wisdom, other educational psychologists have ccme to see 

adulthood as an ideal time for a particularly r:fch. insightf11l and useful 

kind of learning. According to Cyril Houle: 



Adulthood offe~s to the aver age individual fifty 
years in which to learn how to solve his own probl ems 
as well as to explore the wonderfully inexhaustible 
realms of knowledge ••• In adult hood, the mind 
reaches its peak . The man or voman is far more 
able t han the youth to know, to understand , to 
explore, to appreciate, to discern subtle r elation­
ships , to judge, and to look behind the surface of 
things to their deeper meaning. 3 
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No longer bound by necessity to prepare for future career s, adult 

students are able to approach learning ·•11sbmah, 11 for its own sake, and 

for the sake of their own curiosity and fulfillment. 

Education in the adul t year s should set out to do a 
notable thing. Education at this point in life should 
take adults end help them move beyond routines i nto 
the creative surpr~ses of an adulthood that is truly 
maturing. In this type of program the adult s would be 
seeking to follow the admonition of Socrates, ' Know 
thyself.' This question vould lead to action. 4 

This chapter will explore some of the challenges and stragegies of 

helping adults learn. The chaptPr begins with an appreciation of adult 

individuality as it affects approaches to learning. Adults are unqiue in 

the backgrounds they bring to study , in their reasons for coming to a 

classroom, in thei r expectations ahout the class situation, and in the 

problems that they encounter ~nee :hey are involved in learning. We will 

therefore examine some special considerations in planning for adult 

learners in respt'n~e to the! unique approaches to learning. 

The chapter then addresses the effects that adults ' iife circum-

stances have on their attitudes to clas~room learning. Children are 

generally viewed as powerless individual~ who need to be brought up to 

an expected level of competence in many areas. Uow does a teacher deal 

with people accuslomed to power and autonomy who already believe them-

selves to be functioning competently in most significant areas of their 

lives? The effects of adult life experience must also be examined 



because prior experiences can have both positive and negative conse-

quences for adult learniag. 

We sh3ll see how significant is ::he work of R. J . Havighurst on 

adult development and teachable moments. Havigburst's theories yiel d 

significant insights for Jewish educator s . The stages of adult growth 

provide a number of definable and predictable teachable moments when 

adults are ready for various kinds of Jewish learning. 

Finally. after summarizing adult learning needs and some of the 
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practical considerations involved in planning for Jewish adult education, 

the chapter describes a teaching model rhat is particularly helpful in 

structuring adult courses. 

A Group of Students, Each Unique 

The adult students in a classroom are not joined, as children are , 

by the primary need to master common learning tasks. 4 Nor are adults 

homogeneously grouped by age. ability or experience. As adults grow 

older, their lives become more and more specialized, and innate tastes 

5 and characteristics becume more pronounced. 

In a Jewish educational 3etting, variations in Jewisr background 

and education compound the effects of these variations. The Jewish 

teacher must also expect to deal with pronounced differences in attitudes, 

beliefs and value systems. The one factor thac is likely to function as 

a i::cmmon denominator in an adult class in a Reform congregation is the 

relatively high degree of secular education attained by Ref onn congre­

gants. Sixty percent of the sample population studied in Reform !s ~ 

6 
~ were college graduates or had some pest-graduate education. 
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Adult Students Have Unique Needs 

Arlult students approach elective study for reasons that they might 

not be able to articulate . However, the six characteristic need-profiles 

that have been identified for adult stud~..nts are recognizable to any 

experienced teacher of an adult education program. These need-profiles 

are: goal orientation, action orientation, learning orientation, the need 

for rationality, the need for complete self-identity, and the need to 

adapt to change. 

The Goal Oriented Student. For a goal oriented student, elective 

educ~tion occurs in episodes, each oi which begins with the realization 

of a pract ical need or the identification of an immediate interest. 

Taking cour ses can become characteristic of these students ' lives , but 

no pattern can be discerned. These students tend to move from institution 

to institution and change the!r methods of learning with great f lexibility 

if they determine that in doing so t~ey can accomplish clear-cut objectives. 

Frequently the availability of a Jeat-ning r esource stimulates the aware­

ness of a need or an interest . 7 A subgroup of students in this category , 

particularly those who switch f r om interest to interest rather than from 

need to need, are motivated b: a generalized goal of upward mobility. 

They want to be "intellectual. 118 

The Activity Oriented Student. Those who are activity oriented find 

in the circumstances of course-taking a meaning which has no necessary 

connection with the subject matter. "Lor.eliness leads many people to 

education. 119 The class room setting offers fellowship and a sense of 

10 belonging to a small natural group. l'he peer group situation offers 

11 warmth, acceptance and respect . Other students in this activity 
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oriented category may attend courses to accumulate credits or to escape 

12 from unhappy job or home situatio~s. A few take courses faithfully 

bec&use " they believe that they are in this way carrying on a tradition 

of their family or their culture." The course-joiners in this category 

13 do almost no reading . 

Learning Oriented Students . A certaiu number of s tudents , rtot 

necessarily holders of college degrees, continue to take adult education 

cour ses because they seek k:lowledge for its own sake. Systematically, 

U course availability permits , they delineate s ubject matter a r eas and 

work thr ough self-directed µlans of learning. Avid r eaders , these people 

14 
continually strive to learn. 

The Need fo r Rationality. What brings some students t o cour se af ter 

course is "Not an interest in knowledga fo r i t s °"''" sake •.. it is an 

15 inter es t in rationality. " These adults d~sire to "talk things over. 

They want to clarify their own thoughts , ta!k out their worries and un­

tangle t heir deliberations"16 in a r espectable int e llectual forum outside 

the workplace or home. fhese s t udents will frequently depart f r om the 

gjven cour se of study and turn a c lass discussion off-course to meet 

their private needs . 

Striving fo r Self-Iden t ity . A number of individuals are more coo-

cerned with thei r inner life than with the manifest content of any cour se. 

The primary motivation of these people is to develop their full potential ­

ities, and t hus to achieve complete self-identity. 17 While this need i s 

consciously acknowledged by only a few scudents, the drive for self-

realization and self maste~y are generally characteristic of mature 

minds . 18 
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Adaptation to Change . Life changes , such as the empt y nest syn-

drome, approaching ret irement, or young women's increased f reedom when 

children s tart school can send adults into exploration of educational 

options . In addition , significant social or institutional change can 

provide interest in taking courses . Econo~ic conditions periodically 

send people to in~estmenr cour ses; women have responded to society's new 

expectat~ons of them by taking numerous self-help courses. The change 

that is re l evant to the study unit proposed in Chapter V of this paper 

is that Cates of Repentance is a relatively new prayer book whicn some 

congregations will use for the fir$ t time during the coming 1981 , 5742 

High Holidays. 

Student Hesitations ; The Emotional Overlay 

While adult students tend t o appr oach classroom learning with 

unique sets of consc ious and unconscious needs , many adults shar e common 

hesitations about formal ~tudy. 

Pea= of Change. Because adults per ceive their personalities to 

be already "shaped" and organized (this cc-mmon assumption is challenged 

by the work of R. J . Havighur st, which will be cl!.sc•Jssed later in the 

chapter ) , they can become very threatened by any expet"ience that for ces 

t hem to change the ways in which they seek to maintain or enhance their 

19 self-organization. George Br own attributes this resistance to change 

to the "struggle to keep certain feelings fro111 emerging into conscious-

ness .•.. I f we open ourselves t o new exper iences," he writes, "and 

~hus allow changes to occur , we must in that opening give up control. 1120 

People who feel thr eatened by change adopt several b~eic strategies. 

Tiiey can immediately shut down inquiry and exploratory behavior and 
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retreat to a narrow perceptual field . For this reason , some adult stu-

dents might "prefer methods which '>ermit them to be passive; such a state 

arouses none of the conflicts which may be beneath the surface waiting to 

21 be mobilized by the challenge cf real learning achievement." People 

may also behave defensively, strenu~usly justifyi~g old positions . Another 

way in which people avoii change is by "creacing with their minds imaginary 

catastrophies that might happen if they were to move into the unknown of 

. ,.22 new experience. 

Fear of Failu~_. As Thorndike observed adult students, he dis-

covered that they sometimes learned l ess than they might because they 

underestimated their power to learn. Sell-imposed limit.a tions result in 

23 
narro~ng of ir.terests and reduced expectations . People who c laim that 

they "·ere "never any good at poetry or philosophy" might impose these 

labels on a related field, like liturgy. 

Memories o f unpleasant classroom experiences, wi1erein one was not 

"smart," or simply not treated with respect, can also impede adult l earn-

ing. Those who have this barrier to ovet'come "typically enter an educa-

tfonal activity expecting to bP treated like children." However, 

according to Malcolm Knowles , 

when adults are f irs t exp~seo to a learning environment 
in which they are treated with respec t, are involved 
in mutual inquiry with the t eacher, and are given re­
sponsibility for their own learning, the initial reaction 
is usually one of shock and disorganization. Adults 
typically are not prepared for self-directed learning; 
they need to go through a process of reorientation to 
learnir.g as adults ... , 2q 

The utmost in tact woul~ thus be required of the teacher who had to 

balance a student 's specific felt need for direction against that stu-

dent ' s equally strong need to be treated os an autonomous individual. 
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Other r esidual effects of the long gap between a person's youthful 

education and the resumption ~f study as an adult are the simple but 

frightening awareness of "how long it ' s been," left over defenses about 

grades or any formal evaluation procedures, and difficulty in adjustment 

to changes that have occurred in methods of teaching since former class-

25 room experiences. Students who rememl>er l ec tures and Socratic dialogue, 

for instance, might be caught off guard by a teacher who relies on task 

groups or brainstorming. Therefore, teachers who depart from standard 

techniques O·f lecture 3nd questioning should explain the new rules of 

~ing and procedure ~ learly to acult students. Older students might 

also be aware of and concerned about a decline in visual acuity, r e-

26 
d~ction ir. speed of reaction , and lowering of ener gy levels. These 

•actors can also be compensated for by teacher planning and sensitivity. 

Conc2rns. Many of the responses ~o classroom learning that have 

above been termed "hesitations" can be &rouped under a technical term 

used by theori.sts of confluent education. This term is "concerns,'' 

described by Weinstein and Fanti:li P.s connoting "an inner uneasiness. " 

Concerns may be positive , of course, rooted in aspira­
tions and desires that are seeking outlets. But all 
concerns are 11eg<\tive in the sense that they signify 
disequalibrium or incour lete satisfaction--the gap 
between reality and an iJeal. 27 

Weinstein and Fantini identify as particularly salient three major groups 

of concerns : concern for self-image , concern for connectedness (the 

desire "to establish connection with others or with society at large, 

to know where one fits in the s cheme of things"), and concern for control 

28 over one ' s life. Whi le Weins tein and Fantini propose a " curriculum of 

concerns" which turns these three ca tegories of concern into rr-s itive 

behavioral goals for elementary school children , one may make the 
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generalization that any curriculum should enab~e students of any age t o 

achieve some level of satisfaction on all t hree levels of basic concern. 

Blockages. When the underlying pervasive concerns for security , 

self-worth , positive affiliation and power are unmet in students' lives, 

rhese cuncerns 

may function as blocks to the devel opment of higher 
needs and goals such as the aesthetic, the creative 
and the in t ellectual or mor e pur ely cognit ive.29 

These factors ar e "ever present as concerns if not blockages in any 

30 learning situation , " and it is not possibl e £or a teacher to predict 

the point at which, for any individual in the classr oom, a concern might 

intensify and emerge as a block to leat ning. In adult education , unlike 

pedagogy , life is not llved primarily in the classroom. The teacher 

typically cannot watch problems develop and work out individually pr e-

scribed long term plans of amelioration. However , an alert teacher can 

pinpoint and prepare for those parts of a lesson that might touch off 

challenges to afi individual's self-concept, affiliation and s~nse of 

control. In the lesson plans presented as Chapter V, such moments are 

identified for the teacher, and design11ted "Potential Blockage." 

Loadings. Whereas concerns and blockages refer to the learner ' s 

charac~eristics or life situation, loading£" are the o ·rtones that stu­

dents apply to a specific subject or learning task. 31 

Loadings are those affective aspects of all learning 
t2sks, ste111Ding from basic concerns or not, which, 
if taken into account, may enrich personal meaning, 
increase relevance, and broaden understanding in a 
manner not possible, or only haphazardly done, by 
focusing on the cognitive dimensions alone . 32 

The conscious acknowledgement of affective loadings - the feeling compo-

nent of the curriculum - and its integration into each lesson can increase 

a student ' s invol vement and de:>ire to learn. 33 Confluent educators like 
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George I . Brown advocate extensive constructive exploitation of affective 

loadings to enhance the personal meaning of learning. However, for adult 

st~dents, one caution must be noted. !..oadings can render some learning 

processes, like categorizing, inefficient. 

When the o::aterial to be conceptualized consists of 
familiar or feeling-evoking syn1bols instead of ab­
stractions, the effectiveness of categorizing is 
diminished. People tend to depend on cues which 
have past associations if they are present rather 
chan sticking with methods of evaluating information 
which are mo re efficient. Many of our difficulties 
in adult education arise out of this tendency, be-
cause adults have many more firmly entrenched 34 associations with cues which can become misleading. 

In order to overcome this dele~erious effect of loading, the teacher of 

adults must try to create situations ~hich permit s tudents temporarily to 

35 consider making "otherwise risky categorizations ." The entire device 

in Chap t er V of the theatric&l model for studying liturgy is designed to 

enable students to break away f rom their preconceptions about ~igh 

Holiday services. The proposed unit offe rs a restructuring of over-

familiar and possibly over-loaded material. 

Planning Consequences 

Awareness of the dimensions ~f adult uniqueness will suggest 

several planning s trategies to the teacher of adults. An aoult class-

rt'om should be as individually based as possibl e, because changing the 

36 behavior of each indivldual is a unique proce3s. The lesson plans in 

Chapter V therefore i ncorporate ample op2ortunities for individual re-

sponse to ideas and materials . 

Individual inV".llvemer.t is enhanced if class room materials a r e as 

37 relevant as possible to the life concerns of the students. The term 

"concerns" is used here both technically, as described above, and 
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generally to indicate student interest and conscious involvement . While 

teachers feel r esponsible for designing curriculum and lesson plans, 

''learners really learn in response to their own needs and perceptions, 

not those of their teachers. 1138 Therefore, adult learners must be given 

time to define their mom goals for a particular course. Unless an adult 

can see personal meaning in the goals for instruction, it is doubtful 

1 l 1 'll 39 that rea earn ng W1. occur. Accordingly , the first lesson of the 

cour se of study in Chapter V vill give students an overview of the ma-

terial to be covered in the course, and then will invite them to rei~te 

that material to their personal study goals . 

Andragogy 

Definition 

Whereas a child ' s status and level of self esteem are measured 

largely by s chool performance , an adulL ' s sour ces of fulfillment derive 

from non-educati~nal r esponsibilities as a worker, spouse , parent and 

citizen. In these areas, the adult is used to mak1n~ independent 

decisions and facing the consequ~nces. Therefore, an adult is less 

amenable than a child to pedagogy's typical hierarchy of t eacher at the 

top as knower/evaluator, and students below in a subordinaLe position. 

Since the life circumstances of adults are so different from those 

C1f children, Malcolm Knowles proposes a theory of "anl!ragogy" which 

asserts that the teaching of adults is qualitatively different from the 

teaching of children. In describing andragogy , Knowles does not claim 

that the p~ocesses by which adults learn are wholly distinctive. Rather, 

~e maintains that an adult' s self-concept, life experience and orientation 
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to learning are differ ent enough from a child ' s to necessitate impor tant 

adjustments of teacher attitude, classroom atmosphere and or ganization . 

The sections that follow summarize Knowles' theory of andragogy and 

ccnsequent recommendations. 

The Learner's Self-Concept 

Learning Clim.ate. As a person moves from childhood into adulthood , 

that person becomes a pr oducer as weil as a consumer , a self dir ected 

rather than a dependent personality. 11le l earning climate of an adult 

class must therefore meet the deep need of the st•1dents to be treated 

40 as adults who are self-direct ing and deserving of r espect . 

Adults tend to avoid , resist and resent situations in 
which they feel they ar e being treated like children -
being told what to do and what not to do , being tal ked 
down to, embarrassed, punished, judged. Adults tend 
to resist being under conditions that are incongruent 
with this self- concept as autonomous individuals.41 

Adul students therefore value a "climate of adulLness" wherein they are 

treated as colleagues , known by name and acknowlei ged as individuals. 42 

Diagnosis of Needs . "11le adult's conrci>t of self-directivity," 

11rites Knowles, ' 'is i n dir ect conflict with the t r aditional practice of 

the teacher ' s telling [students] what [the· need] to know. 1143 Accordingly, 

andrag~gy places great emphasis on self- diagnosis. 

Participation in Planning. Knowles maintains that self diagnosis 

should be followed by substantial individual student participation in 

the construction ot a course of study: 

Every individual tends to feel conmdtted to a decision 
(or an activity) to the extent that he has parti cipated 
in making it (or planning it). Teachers of adults who 
rlo all the planning for their students , who come into 
the classroom and impose pr eplanned activities on them, 
typically experience apathy , resentment , and probably 
withdrawal. 44 
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Knowles seems to advocat4; that students not only plan the overall se-

quence of their courses of study, but also individual cour ses, segments 

of courses or even lessons under tbe supervision of the teacher. How-

ever , Knowles does not deal with the question of how one is to fit the 

time consuming process of s tudent plar.ning into the limited t~me frame 

of a five session mini-course such as t he one pr oposed in Chapter V. 

Because of the time limitation, and because the course is designed to 

allcw the students to explore a particular illuminating structural model 

that would not have a r isen spontaneously as a consequence of studer.t 

planning, the five scssior.s described in Chapter V do not use Knowles' 

theory of student p3rticipatic.n in planning as an organizing principle. 

HowPver, his advice in this matter !1as been taken into account in several 

ways. Autonomous student goal setting in Lesson I, and the assignment 

(Lesson IV) of a major pape• which can be framed and written in a highly 

individual style are two occasions wher e student planning has been built 

into the unit. On a third occasion~ in Lesson Ill , the teacher is ad-

vised to exercise sensitivity to the students' need for autonomy &nd 

control even though the teacher has had to arrange the class activities 

in advance. 

Conducting Learning Experi..:nces . "In congruence with the adult's 

self-concept ••. " Knowles s tates, "andragogical practice treats the 

learning- teaching t r ansaction as the mutual r esponsibility of learners 

45 and teaC'hers. " The full learning-teachin1s partnership can be expressed 

br t he use of seminars, learning teams and project task forces. Even in 

a lecture situation which is occasionally the most efficient way to trans-

mit ideas and information in compress.ad time, the teacher must be careful 

to s timulate active ra ther than passive lis t ening. "Andragogy," Knowles 
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writes, "assumes that a teach\!r can't really 'teach' in the sense of 

'make a person learn,' but tbat one rerson can only help anot her person 

,.46 
to learn . 

Self-Evaluation. Since testing and grading produce dependency and 

childlike feelings , Knowles advocates some form of self-evaluation. 47 

This process should include a cross check of wcrk accomplished against 

pre-set goals. However, the self-evaluation should also include an 

adjustment and expansion OI stude.nt goals SO that the Student is di-

rected toward the fu~ure. Knowles urges that teachers and students think 

less of evaluation and more in terms of r ediagnos is to launch another 

cycle oi learning. 

Thi! Learner ' s Life Exper ience 

Adults surp~ss children in the volume and variety of thei~ life 

experience. In addition , adults have synthesized their experiences into 

self-defining life stories. Adults ca.n see patterns of response and 

understand connections between events. For a child, Knowles observes, 

"experience is what hdppens to him. 'Co an adult, his experience is 

h .. 48 f f im. Adults define the!.r sell-identity in terms o unique sets o 

experiences ; they become the sum f>f 'll..1at they have done. They t her efore 

have emotional investments in the value of their experiences. In situa-

tions where their life experience is not used or its worth minimized, 

49 adults feel per sonally rejected. 

life or ?revious study experience that yields entry level knowledge 

reJ.evant to the projected course of study can have positive and negative 

consequences for learning. 
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Foundation Experier~. Acquisit ion of new knowledge can be 

easier for individuals who possess a rich foundation of experience to 

which they can relate new experiences. To!achers aware of this benefit 

will assess and make use of relevant prior experiences early in a 

50 course. They also find that analogy is a strong instructional tool 

f~r adult education. 

Structure and Rigidity. Because adults will, on their own, 

structure their new learning according to their previous experlences, 51 

adults can be more rigid than children. When appropriately applied, this 

structuring of new experience is helpful. In other cases, the "exper-

i~nced veterar. who ~?proaches each setting with a highly complicated set 

of expectations and a great deal of experience against which to check out 

i:hat he sees1152 can be self-programmed to miss important insights . Po-

t~nlial adult rigidity flows from more than established intellectual 

patterns: it is also an effect of adult status. Being established, 

observes psychologist Kurt Lewin, "means having a well defined position 

and definite relations to the many reg~ons of a highly differentiated 

life space. " Tht:refore any .::har.ge mccms a great number of readj us tments. 

Consequently , adults ~re mor e self-protective and conservative than 

children. 53 To countec this po .. •ntial impediment to crea tive thinking, 

Knowles recommends building into the beginning of a course an "un-

freezing' ' experience which helps adults look at themselves more objec­

tively or fr ees their minds from pre-conceptions.54 

A Data Bank. Not all adult life experience is consci ously examined 

and organized. Many adults, in fact, laughingly complain about their 

vast funds of "trivia" - an unorganized assortment of data culled from 

myriad exposures to incidents in prin t and i n r eal life. Even when adults 
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have assimilated and organized information relevant to the course, it may 

not be organized along lines immediatel y applicable to the curriculum. 

Yet all of this prior knowledge can provide essential data for analysis 

vithin the course ' s conceptual framt!Work. 55 The adults in the classroom 

are a valuable resource for the teacher and for each other. Each £dult 

can contribute in some unique way to the learning of others. 56 

Because of the great potential value of adult life and study ex-

perience, Knowles recommends the use of experiential techniques that 

encourage adults to draw on their private data banks: small group dis-

cussion , case method, simulation or role play, student demonstrations, 

and seminar presentations. To en~ance the process whereby new knowledge 

becomes an appropriate and t·onstructive part of the pre-existing struc-

ture, Knowles advocates having studen ts plan or r •?hearse how they can 

57 apply their new learning in their day to day lives. In Session III of 

·he course proposed i n Chapter V, for instance, students 2re asked how 

they might explain • wish identity to their chi ldren or to other voung~r 

people. 

The Learner's Orientation to Learning 

Adults have a different time perception from childr1 ,, and there-

fore view learning differently. Children expect learning to have delayed 

application. They are accumulatini a r eservoir of knowled ge that may be 

useful in latt!r life. Therefore they can ent er learning in a "subject­

centered" frame of mind. ~8 Adults on the other hand, enter learning 

situations either to respond to pressures from their current life situa-

tion, or to illuminate and clarify specific problems. Adults have a 

59 sense of immediacy of application. McCluskey and Jensen, writing about 

- ~" lllBIM1t UN:ON coum 
DIS" l~llTllT[ Of P~• ,,.,,,.. 
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the work of Kurt Lewin, suppor t and supplement Knowles ' notion of the 

differences between a childs' and an adul t ' s per cept ion of time. Lewin, 

McCluskey and Jensen writ e, found that 

in childhood the psychological future is vague and 
only slightly ahead. In adolescence it is still vague 
but infinite. Bil lings, a psychiatrist , stated that 
middle life is a period of tr..nsition in which bodily 
and social role changes requi r e a r eorien tation of 
personality, the major focus of which appears to be a 
new perception of time as no longer unlimited, a gr eater 
awareness of past, pr esent and future, with the actions 
of the present more clearly defined as a means to a 
fut~re end.60 

While for a child tr.e future stretches on indefinitely , an aduJt measur es 

the utiiity of activity by a complex equation that balances the "time 

already lived ""ith the time y~t to be lived. 1161 Adult learning must 

somehow be relevant to this eq11ation. 

Readines s to Learn 

The concept of readiness is well established in pedagogy because 

it is easy to see a continuum of development and growth in children. 

Therefore, teach:?rs of children adapt their c11rrir.ula to the develop-

mental ladders sketched by cognitiva and moral development the~rists, 

such as Piaget and Kohlberg. However, in 1961, R. J. Havighurst alerted 

teachers to the fact that adults have their own phases of growth and 

!>2 resulting developmental tasks. 

According to Havighurst, 

People do not launch themselves in t o adulthood with 
the momentum of their childhood and youth , and simply 
coast along to old age ..•. Adulthood has its tran~!tion 
points and its crises. It is a developmental period in 
almost as complete a sense as childhood and adolescence 
are developmental periods.~3 

= 



202 

Developmental Tasks and Readiness 

Each developmental period is accompanied by a number of develop-

~ental tasks which must be successfully accomplished within that period 

if the individual is to achieve satisfaction in life and success with 

later tasks. If the task is not achieved at the proper time, Uavighurst 

warned, "it will not be achieved well and failure in this task will cause 

partial or complete failu r es in the achievement of other tasks. 1164 

Bavighurst's caution is similar to Erik Erikson's view that the eight 

stages of psychosocial development "are based on critical periods of ego 

dEvelopment and are sequential, maturational with movement to s uccessive 

65 stages based upon thP. re~olutions of earlier phases." Havighurst 's 

breakdown of tasks per stage is more detailed and rigid than Erickson's 

description of life stages , and his matching of specific tasks to spe-

cific stages should be vlewed with t he following reservation. Because 

Havighurst devisec his scheme during a period of economic and social 

stability in the l950's. hi > theory rests on the social r oles and 

reaso~able expectativns of that period. In the 1980 ' s, with patterns 

of delayed marriage and childbear ing, two career homes, serial matrla1<>ny, 

new caree•s for matu1 women, second ca reers for men in their 40's, and 

general economic dislocation, many individuals a re i nvolved in life tasks 

that are atypical for thci~ developmental stages as described by Havig-

hurst. As these individuals makt their adjustments and pass the secrets 

of their success on to others facing the same struggles, the boundaries 

uf any scheme such as Havighurst's will have to t!.Xpand to include these 

dlternative pa::terns which society is ready to consider as also normal. 

However, if Havighurst ' s warning against deviation from the pattern he 



describes can be seen and understood in its proper historical context, 

his overall organization of adulthood tasks remains a useful guide for 

teachers and curriculum planners. 
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Havighurst identifies three sources of developmental tasks. These 

are~ (learning to walk, statting relation~hips with the opposite 

sex . menopause) , culture (learning to read, participating as a citizen 

in society) , and the personal values and aspirations of the individual 

(choosing and preparing fot an occupation, achieving a scale of values 

and a philosophy of life). 66 Adulthood is divided into three phases , 

early, middle and late, and the individna l is viewed by Havighurst in 

each of ten social r oles: worker, mate, parent, homemaker (male and 

female), son or daughter of an aging parent, citizen, friend, or ganiza­

tion member, r e ligious affiliate and leisure time user. As the 

individual moves through the thr ee time phases and confre,,nts t he demands 

of nature , culture and his or her own pecsonal values , the requirements 

of performing each of the ten social :-ol•!s change dramatically. Kavig-

hurst identifies the different steps t hat need t o be taken in each r ole 

during each time phase as "developmental tasks. 116 7 Readiness to learn 

is coord inated with the developmental tasks of each r~riod . For in-

stance , in the r ol e of a worker, an individual in early adulthood mus~ 

learn whatever is r equired to get a job. That individ~al is not ready 

to learn supervision . Havi ng ob t a tned a j ob, the young adult works 

toward mastery . His or her readiness center~ on l earning job skills, 

s tandards of perfor mance and how to get nlong with fellow workers . In 

middle adulthood , secure in basic empl oyment, the i ndividual must work 

up the laddet, and now is r eady to l earn s upervisor y skills . lu older 

adulthood, as r etirement approaches , t he individual is ready to learn 

abuut retirement and substitutes for work. 68 
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The sections that follow \Vill summarize t-lavighurst's descriptions 

of the three phases of adulthood and ,.,-,ill list the developmental tasks 

that accompa11y each of them. 

The 11most individualistic period of life and the loneliest one,
1169 

early adulthood is the time \vhen a person or a couple must tackle "the 

most important tasks of life." t-1"ith little social attention and support, 

most people find these tasks to be so consuming as to get in the way of 

affiliation with religious institutions and the other structures that 

characterized the lives of the individual's parents. Early adulthood is 

the time for establishing an independent life style. It is also a 

"relatively unorganized period in life which marks the transition from 

dd dd i 
,,70 

an age gra e to a status gra c soc ety. From this point on, society 

will measure the adult's prestige and power not so much on the basis of 

age as on "skill and strength and wisdom and family connections.
1171 

Achievement will no longer occur in the natural course of growth, as in 

the earlier years, but as the result of effort and application of 

strategy "based on an understanding of the new terrain. 
1172 

The young adult's developmental tasks include: 

1) selecting a mate 

2) learning to live with a marriage partner 

3) rearing children 

4) managing a home 

5) getting started in an occupation 

6) taking on civic responsibility (usually postponed until people 

have children growing and property to care for. Delay in undertaking 



205 

this task can also be attributed to job mobility and the need for time to 

team to participate.) 

Middle Age 

Rav1ghurst fi.nds that from about 30-.55, adults rea-:h "the peak of 

their influence upon society," wd must respond to society' s "maximum 

74 demands on them for social and civic responsibility . " l>uring this 

period, people have an acute sense of the rapid passage of time. "Most 

people arrive at the end of middle age and the beginning of later maturity 

with surprise and a sense of having finished the journey while they were 

75 
still preparing to commence it." The developmental tasks for an adult 

in these years include: 

1) achieving adult civic and social respoosibilicy 

2) establishing and mabtaioing an economic standard of li·.ring 

3) assisting teenage children t o become responsible and happy 

adults 

4) developing adult leisure time activities 

5) =elating to one's spouse as a person 

6) accepting and adjusting to the physiological change~ of 

midd le age 

7) d . i 76 a Justing to ag ng parents. 

Because so many of the adul ts who join synagogues and take part in 

adult education courses are in this age group, it is impor tant to supple-

ment Havighure t' s scheme of developmental tasks with a deeper look at the 

problems of the middle years. Writing for the Institute for Jewish Policy 

Planning and Research of the Synagogue Coun~il of America , Sol Landau ha~ 

produced a brief monograph that is very useful for synagogue planners and 
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educator s. In this article, Landau pulls together classical, traditional 

Jewish, medical , psychological and currently popular sources that describe 

middle age, and in par.ticular, the mid-life crisis. The common denomina-

tor in all of these sources is the sense that the middle years are a time 

of transition, a time for r eexamination of goals, values and personal 

relationships . 

Far from being a time of attainment, when quiet and 
achievement are realized and enjoyed, the middle years 
precipitate a time period of great turbulence and in­
tense inner turmoil. The search for identity is stirred 
up again, and "the search for meaning" is renewed in 
profound ways in the individual' s everyday life. Status 
symbols~by this time period, often achieved - are 
questioned. The individual is engulfed, as it were, 
by the existential questions of self , values, and life 
itself. Ti 

Items listed by Havighurst in term~ of tasks to be accomplished, take on 

a different tone when encoun tered in Landau's assessment of them as parts 

of a crisis: 

The realities of "an empty nest," re!>elliousness in 
t eenagers , and the crises of aging parents pr ess for 
attention. boredom and feelings of entrapment bring 
about frustrations in the work environment. The 
desire for new avenues of work surfaces, and ambi­
valence about career change result . Technological 
advances often reinforce "it all" ,.'ith job obsolescence. 

Marriages are reassessed, and as the ~ivorce rates 
would seem to validate, many are cissJlved •.. 
Men develop fears of impotence and inadequacy . 
Women become obs~ssed with looking for ways to 
escape appearing older.78 

Whereas the tasks of the younger adult involve achieving an 

accommodation with the outside world, the tasks of the middle aged 

adult seem to involve introspection and the resolut ion of dramatic inner 

changes. 
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Later Maturity 

from the age of 55 on, Ravighurst finds that adults are engaged in 

tasks that "require more of a defensive str ategy - of holding on to life 

rather than of seizing more of i t . 1179 The tasks of lnter maturity 

include: 

l) 

'.!) 

3) 

4) 

5) 

6) 

adjusting to decreasing physical str ength and health 

adjusting to retirement. and reduced income 

adjusting if necescary to the death of a spouse 

establishing an explicit affiliation with one ' s age group 

meeting 30Cial anc civic oblig3tions 

80 o;.Stablishing satisfactor y physical Uving arrangements. 

Teachable Moments 

If, as Havighurst asser t s, "educatio11 may be conceived as the 

effo.t of soc iety, through the school, to help the individual achieve 

81 certain of his developmental tasks," the educator must remain alert 

fo r those moments in which t.he individc.al i s pr eparing to undertake the 

next task. These intervals, "when the body is ripe , and society requires 

and the self is ready to achievP a certain ~ask , 1182 constitute teachable 

l!IOtJents . Efforts to impart r e l evant information before the arrival of a 

t eachable moment arP. largely wasted . At the r ight time, learning can be 

part icularly sa tisfying an<l e ffjcient. 

The concept of teachab l e moments fo r J ewish adult education needs 

investigation and expansion far beyond the scope of this paper. Research 

might be conducted by surveys of enr~llment i n programs of adult Jewish 

education , questionnair es directed to all congregants , and extensive 
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interviews. Lacking a research backup for my hypotheses, I can only 

suggest that the following might be ~ppropriate teachable mo111ents for 

a course on Jew1.sh identity such as is pn."!)osed in Chapter V: 

1) when a person or a couple has jus t jo1.ned a Temple thus 

111Bking a firs~ explicit commitment to Jewish identity, 

2) when parent s must explain their own Jewish practice and 

belief to their growing children, 

3) when children move out of the parental home and parents must 

re-structure their JP.wish family life as a couple, 

4) when adults face the loss, by de~th or through a geographic 

irove, of the parent (s) who always "kept the family together," particularly 

at holiday times. At such a time, the younger adults must take upon 

themselves the responsibility tor their own Jewish identity, 

5) when adults fa~e the loss of a spouse or a home and must make 

a new independent accommodation to the lP.wish community . 

In addition to these teacha!:>le moment·; which are clearly linked to 

the life cycle and to the developmental t~sks outlined by Havighurst, 

the )Jredicament of Jewish life supplies one with an open··ended and on-

going need for Jewish learning. One of the continuing roles of any 

adult in the Jewish community is to explain and represent Judaism to a 

non-Jewish society. Accordingly, an important function of Jewish adult 

education is always to " reaffirm a <lefinition of Jewish identity within 

the larger culture . "83 

Finally, as Landau points out, the "feelings of emptL"less - oft:en 

resulting in the crippl1.ng illnesses of depression and alienation" that 

occur during the middle years make pecple particularl y ready for ti '" 

84 spiritual quqlity of Jewish study. Judaism, Landau asserts, can 



provide a "means for coping." as well as a " guide in the renewal 

,, 
process. 

Texts of deeper philosophical content need to be 
Gtudied in special discussion groups, religio­
psychological counseling offered in groups and on 
one-to-one bases . For, in Judaism, there is a 
primary value that learning span~ the entire 
lifetime of the individual •.• • 85 

A Useful Model fo r Adult Education 

A dilemma arises when one scans the portrait of adult learners 
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sketched above . On the one band. those who write about adult education 

urge that "the more flctive and responsible a role the adult assumes in 

the learning experience, the more likely he is to learn. " 86 Learning. in 

this view is an internal pr ocess involving need-meeting and goal-striving 

L h . 87 oe avior. The learner will invest energy in making use of available 

resources (including teachers and readi.~gs) to the extent that these a r e 

perceived to be relevant to self-dir ected goals. On the other hand , 

other writers, or even the same writers ~ iiave pointed out that adults 

are subject to many common uncertainties about p.!rsuing serious respon-

sible continuous study (as opposed tc attending the lecture series 

frequently called "adult education" in synagogues). The pursuit of 

active study requires a consid~rable period of orientation. It takes 

time for ~dults to revise their old concepts of the student ' s role to 

fit their present status as fully responsible and mature people. Ir 

also takes time for people to shake their fears of failure and to put 

aside their fears of change . The ideal pictur e. propos ed by Knowles and 

ot~ers, of t he adult learnet actively participating in self-diagnosis, 
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planning, conduct of the class periods, and self-evaluation would seem 

to require more lead time than would be available in the fiv~ session 

mini-course to be sketcheci out in Chapter V. 

In addition, given the realities of adult education classes, 

especially in 2 synagogue setting, pure self-direction seems impractical: 

Active learning pr ocesses take time, more time than 
many adults ~re willing to give, and they make de­
mands on the energy and concentration of the student 
which many busy adults find impossible to meet, 88 
excep t under conditions of very high motivation. 

Participation in aauit education is almost always "a peripheral part of a 

busy life . 1189 It is difficult to expect adults to reai long assignments 

with analy tic care. Except for those who are ready to undertake degree 

programs, few people are willing to commit themselves for more than five 

to eight successive sessions. Even with that limited commitment, business 

or family pressures can cause s tuden:s to mis s one or more classes. 

Therefor e, adult students very much in need of aut~~omv and a sense of 

self-dir ection , may, in fact, lack the time and flexibility needed to 

LOnduct their own inquiry suc~essfully. 

This situation requires a model of instructional desi~ that can 

short-cut some of the time and uncertainty i nvolved in self-directea 

inquiry, and still leave learners feeling actively involved in the 

process of thei r o"1tl education. Educational theroist, David Ausubel's 

90 advance organi?.er model suggests a useful blueprint for tht teache r 

planning a course outline for a short term adult study unit. 

It must be s tated at the outset that Ausubel seeks op timal or gan-

ization of cognitive material to facilitate learning, retention and 

transfer. Although the matecial to be learned 'll8Y well have affective 

loadings, Ausubel does n~t specifically address the affective dimension. 

~-----------·--
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His theory is most appropriately applied to the overall cognitive design 

of teacher-planned instruction . For t eachers in a Jewish setting where 

af fective goals are a pr iill.ary consideration, a course organized accord-

ing to Ausubel ' s theory would have to be supplemented by an understanding 

of the affective impact of the mater ial to be learned. 

Ausubel's model for teaching rests on his concep t of the mind and 

nervous system as an information processing and s torage system organized 

around retention of a set of ideaG which provide anchors for new informa-

n tion and ideas as these are r eceived . As the mind takes in new material, 

it reorganizes itself to accommodate this n~w infonnation and thus is in 

a "perpe ::ual state Df change. 1192 

lhe new structure becomes part of [the learner's] 
informat ion p rocessing system and is used ... to 
scan the environment for new information. .93 

The process by which Ausubel racoi111llends linking new learning to the exist-

ing cognitive structure is the presentation of Advance Organizers . An 

organizer is a gener al idea which is fairly abstract r elative to the 

material and which pr ecedes the material. Jt f unctions as an "ideational 

94 
scaffold" to organize the more detailed material to be presented later. 

Organizers, with their higher level of abst raction and inclusiveness , are 

to be distinguished from summaries ana ov2rviel<>s, which a r e "ordinarily 

presented on the same level oi abst raction ..• as the learning material;" 

and 11simply em~hasize the salient points of the material" by omission of 

details and simplification. 95 

For unfamiliar subject matter, the advance or ganizer is expositor y . 

and eocapsules wholis tically the material to be covered. For familiar 

material, the organizer i s comparative. enabling the learner to inteb~~te 
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new concepts with basically similar concepts while discriminating and 

differen tiating the new from the old. 

In Ausubel's advanc.e organizer model, the teacher begins the unit 

by presenting an initial o r ganizing idea. This idea is clear, stable and 

inclusive enough to anchor all the fac ts aud new ideas that the students 

~ill learn in the course of their study. The teacher then ensures the 

stability of this organizing idea by two processes: first, by linking it 

to any already present relevant concepts, and then by differentiating it 

96 from those concepts so that it is not absorbed by them. Each su~sequent 

component unit of the course is then i ntroduced by its own organizer. In 

re lati~n to e3ch other, these units are progressively differentiated in 

97 descending order of i nc lusiveness . Instead of beginning with facts and 

building up the ideas of the discipline inductively, in Ausubel's scheme, 

the learner confront s the n:!>st abstract ideas first. 98 Ther efore the 

discip line is carefully built up in the mind of thP. learner f rom the top 

99 down. While mid- point summarie3 or intra-material comparisons may be 

used by students and t eacher as an evaluative procedure, these techniques 

are not to be su'Jstituted fer tlae more effec tive advance organizers. 

These initial organizing ideas c reate a learning set that helps students 

perceive similarities and dif fe1 ~nces as they go along, creating their 

own discriminations in response to per sonal sources of confusion.lOO 

There are four reasons why Ausubel' s plan of offering advance 

organizers is app r opriate for adult studentb with limited time for study: 

(1) first, the presentation of er. organizing idea insures that the 

macerial to oe presented will be meaningfully related or relatable to 

relevant ideas in the student's cognitive structur e. ldeatiooal linkages 

~ill be forged between the new learning and old ideas. Entry l evel 

.... --------~~-
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knowledge and adult life eJC!,erience are thus r espected and utilized. In 

addition , with each advance organizer, the s tudent is given a t ool for 

judging wheth~r i ncoming mate rial is r elevant or irrelevant to the pur -

poses of the course . 

{2) Second, Ausubel's deductjve piocedure saves t ime. Since 

adulrs can acquire most new concepts and propositions by directly grasp-

101 
ing higher-order relationships, t he routine introduction of concr ete 

props, empirical manipulations and discoverytechniques can be eliminated. 

Concrete exercises can be r eserved fo r illustration and pr actice or for 

the creation of dramatic moments that will inc=ease r e t en tion of selected 

'd 102 '- ~as . 

(1) Thirdly, Ausubel insists that meaningful reception learning 

guided by advance organizers is an acth·e process. It i nvolves i ntegration 

of new ideas with the in- place ~ognitive structure , selection of the 

established idea appropriate for attaching th~ new idea , r e-working of 

the new proposition to blend with the personal f rame of reference , and 

reconciliation of discrepancies or re-org~nization of existing knowl edge 

under more inciusiv~ principles . 103 Confr onted with a body of knowledge 

essentially pre-organized by the teacher , the students must work a l ong 

with the teacher to c larify and def ~ne each facet of the presentation. 

(4) Finally, advance organizers can challenge and stimul ate mature 

minds by suggesting new unifying concepts for familia r ma t erial. Joyce 

and Weil, in their discussion of Ausubel ' s teacning model envision a mor e 

creative function for an advance organizer than Ausubel suggests himself, 

"that is, to provide a new per sepctive. . . . " 

For insta~ce, th~ concept of balance or form , though 
generic co the arts, may be applied to literature , 
mathematics , to the functioning of th~ branches of 
government or even to our own activ~ties.104 
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The advance organizer of a thea ter analogy for worship services has been 

us~d in the teaching unit in Chapter V precisely to provide a new per­

specti~e on well kno~-n. even partially memorized material. Therefore, 

while the advance organizer model developed by David Ausubel is not the 

only model that might be used for adult Jewish education, and cannot be 

u~ed in i solation from affective considerations, it has proved a useful 

guide in the construction of the unit of study presented in the next 

chapter. The playbill course outline and the questions in the playbill 

that introduce each lasson are examples of advance organizers at work. 
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CHAPTER V 

GATES OF IDENTITY 
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The following chapter is a five session, t en hour mini-course for 

adult student s. The course is organized according to the mental model 

explained in Chapter I. Encouraging students to confront the tenents of 

contempcrary Reform Judaism as they are discussed in Chapter II herein, 

this course also add resses the specifically contemporary nature of Gates 

of Repent;_ance as descrihed in Chapter III of this paper. Activities 

and occasional pauses in the lesson plans t:o consider "potential load­

ings" were suggested by the material pr esented in Chapter IV. This 

course , then, is a natural outgrovth of the rese&rch and analysis that 

has pr eceded it. 

SESSION I 

THE HIGH HOLID~Y DRAMA 

AIMS: 

1. to define the concept of a mental L del. 

2. to explore a mental model that compares and contr asts various aspects 

of drama and worship. 

3. to apply the model of drama to High Holiday serrices by deter­

mining the mahzor's char acter s, plot , type of play and expect ed 

effect on the audience . 

4. to set persona l learning goala related to a better understanding of 

Jewish ident ity through the High Holiday li turgy . 



MATERIALS: 

1. overhead projector 

(a) transparency of "Theater/Sanctuary Floor Plan" {p. 229) 

(b) blank t r ansparencies 

(c) marking pens for acetat e transpar encies 

2. blackboard and chalk 

J. a copy of "From the Text" f1:1r each student (pp . 230- 238) 
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4. "Playbill/Syllabus" (pp. 239-249) for each student . The teacher 

should plan on advance r egistration so that each student ' s name can 

t>e listed in t he Playbill in the "About the Cast" section. If ad­

vance registration is impossible, these pages can be lef t blank , and 

the teach~r should ask s tudenls to list each other's names as each 

student is introduced. 

TIME ALLOTMENT : 

Greetings and Teacher ' s !ntr oduction 

Defining "Mental Hodel" 

Comparison of Drama and Worship 

Development of The Theat er Model: 

Recall (whole group) 

"From t he Text" (small groups) 

Review Course Outline 

Set and Shar e Personal Goals 

~PLAN: 

I. Teacher' s Introduction : Lecture 

A. Purpose of the Cour se 

10 minutes 

20 minutes 

30 minutes 

15 minutes 

20 minutes 

20 minutes 

20 minutes 

The High Holiday mahzor is a rich an-:! complex text. There are 

many ways to approach it . A class might focus on the history 

• 



of prayers , on the structure of the prayer book , or on the 

meaning anc! relevance of prayer and teshuvah. While this 

course will at same points touch a1l of these topics, its 

main purpose is to use Ca~ of Repentance as a tool to help 

you articulate your Jewish identities. 

B. Overall Approach 
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In order to use the book effectively as an identity-tool, it 

is important to organize the knowledge that you already have 

about High Holiday services into a mental model which can 

se?"Ve as an organizing principle for s tudying Cates .2_[ 

Repentance. 

IL Defining "Mental Model" 

A. Introduction of the Concept: Lecture 

A mental model is a kind of metaphor that helps people organize 

difficult or new material in l~lw~ of a familiar image. For 

instance: 

(1) we say that a shift pattern on a car is "like the letter H" 

(2) we say that changing trends in ch~.ld rearing are "like 

the swing of a pendulun" 

Discussion: 

The class should suggest other examples of mental models . 

Other terms for this concep:: that students might know are: 

"organizing principle" or "Gestalt." 

Summary/Transition: 

The t ask for this sess ion is to understand a nental model that 

foc uses on the important foatures of the High Holiday services. 
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B. Visual Display and Discussion 

The teach~r shows the Theater/Sanctuary Floor Plan (p. 229) 

on an overhead projector and asks what kind of room is por-

trayed on the diagram. Students should see immediately that 

the diagram can represent either a sanctuary or a theater. 

If not, the teacher can add in marking pen the word bimah. 

Summery/Transition: 

The mental model to be explored in this sessjon is drama. We 

are going to explore the hypothesis that in 1ttitivrtant w'lys 

High Holiday sen ices, when read from Erev Rosh Hashanah to 

Ne ' ilah, constitute a drama. In addition, the total experience 

of being at High Holiday services has much in common with being 

at the theatet. 

111. Comparison of Drama and Worship: 

A. In what ways ~ !lrama and worship services alike ~ dissimilar? 

The teache~ divides a clean overhead transparency into 

two columns: 

Worshi1 Service Worship Service 

Like Drama -----
Students draw on their experience and coctri~ute suggestions 

to fili in the two columns. The teacher writes their 

suggestions in the appropriate columnc on the transparency. 

Potential Blockage: The teacher must be aware of 
initial discomfort--the analogy is s trange to some 
studencs, and th~ process of thinking in a fresh way 
about such an over famili3 r part of life oay be 
difficul.c. 

• 
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Procedure: 
1) acknowledge the possibility of discomfort. 
2) stress the fact that the theater is very familiar; 

everyone's had ample experience with it. 
3) provide an icebreaker, (ie) "You need tickets for 

both High Holidays and the theater," or "Row do 
you fee l when you come late t o services? and to 
the theater?" 

Some Possible Answers: 

Like Theater 
public Rhared experience 
action of shared experience 

goes according to a 
"script" 

compressed vivid language 
depends on comprehension and 

manipulation of s ~rmbols 

costumes 
spectacle 
music 
importance of skilled 

performance 
participat~on of spectator 

(emotional, inte llectual) 
time set asjde from work and 

the rest of life - a time 
for the inner self 

appeal to emotion 
stage is focus of attention 
audience in balcony and in 

orchestra have jifferent 
leve ls of involvement 

audience-performer relatl onship 

Not Like Theater 
on-stage action is scant 
intermissions last over­

night (or ten days!) 
audience and actors have 

copies of t~e same 
script 

the audience reads aloud 
f rom the script 

no one is really "acting" 
the time and space frames 

of audience and per­
formers are the same . 

B. Aside fro~1 the imnediately observable similarities, what funda-

mental assumptions do drama and worship share? 

Teacher Lectur e with Class Participation: 

(1) Both drama and worship depend on a belief in the existence 

of ul tilll.'.lte truth. 

In worship, "Source of Truth" is one of the names we 

give to God . In th•ater, the search fo r truth provides 

the ener gy behind the exposit i on. Theatrical plots often 

depend on the fai th that the real link between characters 
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(or the real story of what someone did) can be known. 

c .f. Oedipus, Rashomon, Shakespeare's comedies, Who's 

Afraid of Virginia Woolf? (Students should be asked to 

suggest other examples.) 

(2) Both theater .and worship require faith that life can be 

ordered, Lhat logic, sequence and reason are valid bases 

for action. 

In our worship content , we thank the Creator for an 

o rdered universe. In the theater, we impose strict 

esthetic expectations en form. We do not expect to 

see Polonius at Ophelia's funeral. A sequence of 

action, once begun, cannot r everse i t self without be­

traying the audience. (The interplay of logic /form 

and ~motion/scrprise in both theater and worship is 

a fascinating topi ..... t'!ch the teacher might want to 

discuss i! the class has moved very quickly to this 

point.) 

(3) Both theater and worship assert th~t humanity is vitally 

interconnected, and •.hat the connections ben.ieen people 

are worth exploring. 

In the sanctuar y, we ~orship oS a congregation and 

celebrate our gr~up experience. In the theater, it is 

hard to conceive of drama a t all without human ~nter­

connection. cf. /\manda and her mo ther in The Glass 

Menagerie, Willie L~man and his sons in Death of .!_ 

Salesman , the tcag1c constellation of Othell o, Iago and 

Desdemona . (Students otight contribute more dr ama 
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examples - Jr they mtght think of specific prayers 

that refer to the ~nterconnection of humanity.) 

IV. Specific Development of the Model a~ It Relates to High Holiday 

Services: If the High Holiday Service I s Like a Drama , Who Are 

the Characters? What Is the Plot? How Is the Audience Expected 

to Respond? 

Recall of Previous Experience: (Whole Group Task) 
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Using the blackboard t o list responses, the t eacher asks the 

class to recall what.ever they can about High Holiday services. 

Using a brainstorminb technique (everythi ng that is said is 

r ecorded , no co1I1111ents from the group on any i t em, no putdowns) 

students may list feel i ngs about services or particular 

prayers , names of prayers, them~s. chor eogr aphy, ideas. After 

five to ten minutes, s t udents review the mat~rial en the board, 

filling in thematic contents for p~ayer titles if they can. 

The teacher then divides a clean s1!ction of the board (or a 

sheet of newsprint) into the following sections: Characters , 

Plot, Audieuce. On the bas i s of the material evoked so far , 

the students attempt to organize their knowl edpP of the High 

Holiday servi ces under theSL rubrics . 

~ Data, "From the Text" : (Small Group Task) 

Each s tuden t gets a copy of "From t he Text" (pp . 230-238 ) 

The class is divided into small groups (pairs and th rees) . 

Working in gr oups, students skim the material, and correct, 

support or supplement the hypotheses the class has developed 

as to t~e identity of the character s, the general content c f 

the plot and the expected effect on the audience. After ten 

minutes, the class r econvenes as a whole to discuss findings. 

~--------------· 



v. Using the Course Sy!.l.abus/Playbill 

A. Overview 

Under t e acher direction, s tudents scan the Playbill (pp. 239-

249) to familiarize themselves with its contents. {see 

p. 195). Some time c1n be given to t he page on "Sessions 

and Assign'llents." 

Potential Loading: In working through t he lesson. 
s tudents ha~e acquired a stake in their own dis­
coveries about the thematic s tructure of High Holiday 
worship. The teacher must acknowl edge the extent t~ 
which some students have committed themselves to 
positions which diverge f r om aspects of the Playbill . 
It will be helpful a nd honest fo r the teacher to 
sugges t that the Playbill presentation be r egarded 
as a working hypothesis designed to help students 
apply the menta l model of t heater to High Holiday 
worship . The Playbill wil l or ganize , but should not 
limit the class ' s study. The teacher can promise 
that valid personal insights into Ga t es ~ Repentance 
or related worship experiences will not be s lighted 
in discuss ion because they may not fit i nto the model. 

B. Setting and Shar ing Personal Goals: 

The teacher should move as qJickly as possible to the list 

of "Potential Goals" and the section entitled "Who ' s Who 

in the Ca~t." Because the entry "~ch of Us" occupies a 

featured piace in the "Cast of Character <>, " it is important 

to stress tha[ just as we come to pray as individuals , we 

also come to s tudy as individuals, with unique needs and 

goals . The t ea cher asks the students to compose t heir own 

entries for the "Who 's Who" section, telling somet hing im-

portant about t hemsel ves, and explaining their goals for 

s tudying High Holiday liturgy. They may also include 

i::ersonal reac tions to High Soliday wo r ship or spe<'iz!. High 

Holiday memories. The "Potential Goal s" page is a thought 
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prompter . Aiter considering the suggested goals , stu­

dents can indivi.dual.ize them to suit their own needs, or 

depart from them entirely to develop wholly individual 

goals based on their own appraisal of what the cour se 

seems to offer them. After some minutes of private 

writing or thought, students are asked to introduce them­

selves as "Members of the Cast" and share their Playbill­

style bio ' s and learning goals. 

Assignment for Session 11 : 

Read the Shofar Service , pp . 138-50 in ~ of Repentance. 
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Appendix To Session I 

Theater/3anctuary Floor Plan 

r 
• 

1 

(reproduce diagram only) 



Appendix to Session I 

These eight selections are representative of cont emporary prayers and 

meditations in <::a t es of Repentance. 

1) what main dramatic characters are mentioned in each selection? 

2) how do these characters interact? What is the nature of their 

relationsh ip? 

3) as you read all t he selections. how many basic stories or plots 

can you f i nd? Describe them. 

The questions that a~company the passages on the fellowing pages will 

help you to answer the three basic questions above. 

Directions for the teacher: 

This page and the following eight pages constit•!::e a kit ;:hat 

may be reprcduced on five pages, back to back . Altert'at1vely , 

students may read the selections from Gates of Repentance. A 

list of page numbers and the accompanying questions can be 

prepared and dittoed . 
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(1) 

In tt1c beginning God created heaven and earth, 
and the earth brought forth life, 
and life gave birth to man and "'Oman. 
And they became conscious: 
Aware that they were free 
10 create or destroy, 
to live or to die. 
Conscious i lso that they were not alone. 
Slowly they became aware of a Presence 
greater than themselves, 
whose will must be done 
if we arc to endure 
and become what we can be. 
This vision was seen by the founders of our people. 
At the Mountain they pledged themselves 
and us, their children, 
to live by its light, 
to share it with others. 
Herc we stand, heirs o f the past 
and :nakers of the future­
priestly, privileged, 
but heavily burdened 
with blindness, folly, unfaithfulness. 
Can we re-open our eyes to wisdom, 
to be, or hope to be. at one: wiih the One? 
This day, tf any day. can make us whole. 
Trembling, we pray to gain 
a new heart, a new spirit. (GOR7.49) 

(l) Ac~ording to this poem, what is the basic ~i:-y that links 

the chanicters. 
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(2} 

Once more Atonement Day h.u. come 
All pretense gone. 
naked heart revealed to the hiding sell , 
we stand on holy ground, 
bct"ecn the day that was 
and the one that must be. 

\\ c tremble. 
\ I "hat did "e aim? 
ill>" did we stumble? 
\\hat did we take? What did we give? 
To" hat were we blind? 
LJSl year's confession came easily to the lips. 
\\ 111 this year's c<1mc from deeper than 1hc skin? 
J~ then: 

\\ hy arc our paths st re" n with promises like 
fallen lea\ es? 
Say then: 
\\'hen shall our lust be for "'1sdom? 
S:l} now: 
lo"e and truth shall meet; 
ustice and peace shall emb1 acc. 

0 Hope of Israel: 
In our weakness. gfre us strength . 
In our blindness. be our guide. 
When w falter. hold our hand. 

\fake consistent our impulse fo r gc..>d: 
1e1 us know the joy l)f "alking in Your ways. (GOR249-SO) 

(2) What character is the soeaker here? 

The poem changes direction et the italics. 

Who is being addressed at the beginning of the poem? 

Who is being address~d at the end of the poem? 



(3) 

1:-J THE T\.\ I LIGllT 

In rhe rw1ligh1 of !he vanishing Year, "e lifr up our he.rts in lhanksgiving. 

Our souls ore srfrred bJ· rhe ,,,_,nory of joy, as rhe new )'ear begins. 

We "'<re su51a1ned by love and kindness: comforred in 
rimes of sorro" ; found happiness in our homes. • nd 
gladness •ith our friends. We lift up our hearrs in 
tha nksgiving. as the new year begins. 

Bur there were dreams rhar came ro naughr . and !Imes 
"hen •e refused ro dream. These, • irh much rcgrer . " ' no~ remember. as the ne" year begins . 

. 4 s rlrr """ N a r beg i,,s. <om rfr itm /ill J our r liuug/111. 

Some of our daJ'S we re dark With grief Many a rear fur. 
rowed our cheeks: alas for the render !ies rhar "•re 
• roken! We look back • irh sorrow, as rhc new ;e.11 bee ins. 

As lhe ne.• )'ear beg;,,,, rears '"ell up " 'lihin " '· 

Yer we IJok ahead with hope, giling rhanks for rhe daily 
miracle of rene• al, for rhe promise of good ro come. May 
!his Rosh liashanah, birrhday of rhe ••orld, be our day of 
rebirth into life and Peace, S<renity •nd safety, . s the new year begins. 

(3) Who is speaking? 

"1iat Psychol ogical process is at work ? 



(4) 

Hear Mc, Jacob, 
Israel, whom 1 have called: 
I am the One, 
the Beginning and the End. 
My own hand founded the earth 
and sprt4d out the skies. 
Thus says the Eternal One, 
who created the heavens and stretched them out. 
who made the earth anC.: all that grows in it, 
who gives breath to its people 
and spirit to those who walk on it. 

I, tht Eternal. hai•e ca/ltd you to righttousntss, 
and taken y ou by the hand, and kept you; 
I have made you a cowmanr people. 
a light to the nations: 
to open blind eyes, 
to bring the captives out of prison, 
and those who sit in darkness from their dungeons. 

Thus says the Eternal One, 
Crcntor of heavens, 
the One Who Is: 

I am; I will be: there is none else. 
Justice is My speech. 
right. My declaration. 
The troubled past is forgn1ten. 
hidden f rom My sight. 

For behold, 
I create a new heaven and a new earth. 
the past forgotten, never called to minc1. 
Be glad. then , 
and rejoice for ever in My creation . 

Before u.1 flt>~ a 11t' " .la1·. 
and in the d/\ftJll<t' a 11e11 "orld. 
ours to aeat1'. 
b1 :he jf re11r:1h 1/ " "' faith. (GOR20- 21) 
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(4) What character is s peaking? What is the speaker' s :.one and 

atti tude? 

How does the speaker define the dramatic situat ion? 



(5} 
WE WILL SOT FORGET YO.J 

God of our people. hear our prayer: 
We who speak are Jew~ . 

Remember 
The bush You kindled once in lhe deserl air, 
Years ago. on Horeb' s lonely sand, 
That f:re YOU lit lO set the centuries 3 Oame 
And say to us Your endless. perfect Name. 

' I a :n what I will bc'-
11 burns eternally now, that light 
Upon our altars now, against the night. 
And there are desens sti ll. We are the ;ews; 
We do not forget. 

Remember 
The word.f You spoJ..e in stone 
And thunder. 

The mountain sm(lked 
And the dismayed muhitudc 
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Stood off, hearing the first time 
The words they could not refuse, 
Fearing t~c burden and the God that set 
Them into history. 
And there a rc 'lount:iins still. We are the Jews. 
We cannot forget. 

We c-ome here then . But something far more deep 
Compels: the ancient desert d ream we keep. 
A people touched by God, a certain grace 
That tells of You. We arc 
Locked with You in o ld identity. 
Remembering the lightning of that place; 
Something in us of Your awesome "ill, 
Something of that mountain's thunder. still. 

Love us. as much as we will let You. 
Wear.! Your Jews. 
w,. v.11/ nor forget You. {GOR21-2 2) 

(5 ) How does thi& s peaker define the dramatic relationship? 

What i s the spc~ker's self-de finition? 

!s it complementar y t o the C:emands being mad e ! n µoem (4) ? 



(6) 

Today let us remember the eart h·s oppressed: 
let us restore their human herita ge 
to the victims of torture. 
the weak and the "eary. 
all who are imprisoned without cause. 
Let us remember them. 
bring peace to e' a) home. 
and comfort to e'er~ heart. 
We know the \\ISd\Jm by "hich You "'ould have us 

live: 
ocean:. of ink ha' e been spilled to say 11: 

be faithful. be true. love one another as )OU 

love ~ our>eh es . 
But the " orld is dark, lord, and cold " ith fear 

and rage:. 
The hammer of Chaos bea ts loudl)• "itliin our breasts: 
Hu\\ ca n ''e endure~ 

Lord. today "e turn to You. 
uncertain!> proclaiming Your glo~ 
"1th scarce remember~d "ords o f a half-forgotten fa 1th . 
v:e have confessed our sins and prom ised to fo rsal.e them. 
0 find us as "e grope for You in our darkness. 
Lord. pardo n us a.; we knod upon Your door. 
for 11 has been said: 
The gates of repentance a re never b .. m:d . 
.\ nd it has been taug ht: 
\\ e kno" our sin is pardoned when "e no longer comm11 
ll. 

Cse us. Lord. to speed the day of reconc1liauon when 
poverty, racial prejudice. and religious hatred 110 longer 
threaten to destroy us: 

•1lu•11 w'o/e111e. ungrr conjlicT, and mi:i Tmst are jorgo//C'll 
c' l'i/J, 

' 'hen o ur wealth is used to feed the hungf) and hea l the 
-1ck : 

"ltt>11 i.·e d1nHh 1 ht! " or/d ond hold It 111 t m .ff tor 011r 
, /11/dren 's ch1/dre11, 

'' hen 111.: ,, .:..: ... b.: .. 0 :ne strong. '1nd the strong compJ · 
'vnJtC 

,11•.l 1h.i1 " hh h /11.1\ /'lt'en, ommandea ;/:all come 10 pa:;.<. Let 
'"'" r roll t/11 u11 111..1.' hQ/ers , and nghteous11esJ ltl..e o 

•I elt11 Hr .. 1111 (GOR445-46) 
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(6) What obstacles complica te the plot, making it difficult f or the 

main characters t o unite? 

What effec t does the speech have on the audience? 

, 

• 

' 



(7) 

We arc tenants in the house of life: our days on earth are 
but a span. 

Time. like a rfrer. rolls on. jlok•ing year ajter year into the 
sea of nernity. 

ll 'i passing leaves bitter memories of hou:-s misspent. 

\ 011 they come hacJ.. to accuse us. and we tremble 10 think 
of them. 

But Your purpose gives meaning to ou r Oeeting days. 
Your teaching guides us, and Your love sustains us. 

To You we prar for the kno .... Jedge and strength to file 
responsibly. 

Deliver us from bondage to the past. release us from the 
strang lehold of e' ii habits; make us free to start afresh. 

LN this be f<>r U.f tl•e heginmng of a ne" seaso11 of life and 
lreu/1h 

Liberate us from thr fear of death. and from the cornful 
IJughter that mocks our labor!'. 

Thou~h our l11es be short. let them O<' .li11/. hold our mortal 
clu1 < /11 Your ha11d.r os eternal mon:enu 

\\c:. dusi .ind J hes. arc endo,,..cd '' ith dt\lnll) : com­
pounded of dJ~ . \\C lt\e in dimensions cla~ CJnnOl enter. 
reg1..:in!I "here the Jtr 'tbrates " ith Your presence. 

J11dgl! 11.1 ft' ' ·' hanhf.1 tha11 "" can 1udge ouru/1es, Jll• 'ge us 
"11'1 mt rn . 0 Fo11nta11; of life. in "hose light " e see ligh:! (GOR294-95) 
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(7) How does t his poem expand y.~r unders t anding of the ~haracters 

and the i r relationship beyond wha t you learned i r. poems (4) 

and (5)? 

Is the charac ter speaking as "We" here the same as the 

character speaking as ''We" in poem (5)? 

Before what part of the service would t his poem be most 

appropriat e l y placed? 



(8) 

Jerusalem is the joy of all the world ! 
But the whole earth is Yours, Lord, 
and all who dwell there are You r children. 
Wherever we seek You, we may find You. 
Wherever we ponder Your teachings. 
Torah makes its home. 
Wherever we do justly and love mercy. 
Yo ur presence abides. 
In the four corners of earth we, Your people. 
are called to witness: 
to the light of the Eternal, 
to a teachi ng of compassion, 
10 the visio n of redemption : 

It is too small a 1asi€ for you to be M y servanl 
111erely 10 preserve the 1nbes of Jacob 
a11d 10 res/Ore 1he survfrors of Israel: 
! h'i/I make you a light 10 the notion!, 
that My sofra1ion may reach to the ends of 1he earth. 

Sing. 0 !'lt:J\~n~ . c\t..1lt. 0 ear:h ~ 
Break out in )ong. ~ou hills'. 

0 LcJrd. f ou lta1 ,. •v111forted our people, 
and sho'"" rn111paJJ1011 for 1he afjlic1ed: 

The sto rm will end. a ra in will fa ll, 
A quiet meado" "ind stir into being, 

And 01·er a dead tree trunk , a 11 aki11g bluebell 
With tongue of de•• "ill earn/ in the morning. (GOR444- 45 ) 
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(8) Wher e does t his speech fit i n ,e pl ot or s t or y as you see it? 

At t he beginni ng? middl e? end? 



Note for the teacher: 

Appendix t o Session I 

Playbill 

GATES OF IDENTITY 

A Drama in Fcur Acts 

(Playbill, p. l: Title Page) 
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This Playbill/Syllal-us i s more than a course outline . The "Cast of 

craracters," "Credits" and "Scenes and Number s" pages support the theater 

hypothesis and offer a handy guide to r e ferences in the text and to the 

organization of the services . The "Plot Summary" anc! "About the Cas t" 

pages ar e used fo r learning activitiPs in lessons IV and I. 

The Playbill may be reproduced as shown he r e on the next 12 pages , 

or it may be retyped with the paper inserted horizontally into the type­

i.rriter, two pages to a sheet according to the scheme out l ined below. 

Reproduction by copy machine should be back to back. The following page 

layout should be used: Se t the pages up in your type~'Titer in this 

pat t ern and sequence . 

Sheet 1 pages 12 (b lank) - 1 

page:::. 2 - 11 

Sheet 2 pages 10 3 

pages 4 9 

Sheet 3 pages 8 5 

pages 6 7 

Place the pages on top ot each other so that the side of Sheet 1 with 

pages 1-12 is on the outside and the side of Sheet 3 with pages 6- / is 

on top as the center spread. Fasten down the center with two staples, 



fold, and the Playbill will be a little book the size and shape of a 

real theater Playbill . 

This cover page (Playbill. p. 1) may be embellished with an 

appropriate drawing or reproduction of a woodcut , papercut or other 

Je\ri.sh art with a High Holiday t heme. 
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Session 1: 

Session II: 

Session I II: 

Session IV: 

Session V: 

GATES OF IDENTITY 

Sessions and Assignments 

A new look at High Holiday services. They really 
can be compared to a drama, with characters, a 
plot, even sound effects and props! 

Once the model is understood, c lass members set 
their lean1ing goals for the course. 

(Assignment: read Shofar service , pp. 138-50) 

God as a major character in the High Holiday drama: 
what kind of role is it? Can we pray even if 
we're afraid there's r.o "actor" playing this part? 

(Assignment: read pp. 383-7, and "The Centenary 
Perspective. " ) 

Our name is Israel. We are the audience, the per ­
formers, and the main cha~acter in this drama. 
Row comfortable are we in these roles? 

(Assignment: read Unet aneh Tokef, pp. 106-110 , 
Viddui Confession, pp. 324-333, Selichot 
pp. 273-279, 334-337 . ) 

The Plot: Do we take it sericusly? 

(Wri tt~n Assignment: "Ethical Will.") 

~41 

The Subplot: What makes this drama "Jewish theater?" 
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Plot Summary 

Is it a love story? 

Is i t a courtroom dra.11a? 

(To be filled in during Session IV) 

• 
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ROLE 

The Eternal. 386 

Our King , 57 

Cast of Characters 

Goodness and Compassion, 506 

Father, 121 

Redeemer , 173 

Infinite Presence, 403 

One Who dwells in our hymns, 16li 

Source of Peace , 267 

Source of Life and blessing, 310 

The One who is and will be, 387 

Judge, 176 

Lord of Hosts, 64 

Master of all the J.ivi.ng, 105 

Teacher of Torah, 91 

Source of Salvation , 106 

Shield, 171 

Rock of Jacob, 171 

The Eternal Power at the heart of life , 175 

Source of our strength, 110 

The Answer, 172 

Author of freedom, 310 

Humanity 

~ ALSO STARRING: "EACH OF US" 

(see pages 9-10. ) 
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PLAYED BY: 

God 

God 

Cod 

God 

God 

God 

God 

God 

God 

God 

God 

God 

God 

God 

God 

God 

God 

God 

God 

God 

'.;od 

Cain and Abel, the stranger, 

the s ick , t~e bereaved, 

the captive, God ' s children , 

the faithful, t he just and 

upright, the wicked , 

oppressors , all who sing 

and all who weep. 
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ROLE: 

IsraP.l, exemplar of the Highest , 

a kingdom of priests and a holy 

peoFle , God ' s suffering s~rvants. 

a v~ne out of Egypt , the Covenant 

people , K'lal Yi~rael. 

PLAYED BY: 

This Congregation, in the 

company of: 
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our psalmists , prophets and 

teachers, 67-8 

Abraham, 125; Isaac, 125 

Jacob , 444, 212 , 145 

Sarah, Rebekkah, Leah , 61 

Rachel, 61, 434; Ephriam, 203 

Moses ~ 453, 212 , i5~ 

David, 465 , 212, 97 

Hannah and Eli, 129 

Ezr a and Nehemiah, 133 

The High Priest, 421 

Elijah, 465; Amos, 369 

Isaiah, 369; Micah, 368 

Habbakuk, 369; Jonah . 457 

Ezekiel , 443; Jeremiah , 201 

Hillel, 369; Raba, 370 

Rabbi Judah the Prince , 3223 

Rabbi Akiva, 433 , 323 

Rabbi Shimon ben Gamaliel, 432 

Rab~i Ychudah ben Bava , 433 

Rabbi Yishmael, 432 

Rabbi Yochanan hen Zakki, 380 

Rabbis Chama bar Chani~a. Levi, 
Jonathan , Jacob, Abahu, Tarfon, 
Chisda , Resh Lakish , 373 

Samuel ben Nachmani, 323 

Rabbi Amnon of Mayeoce, 106 

Kalonymos hen Meshullam, 434 

Leo Baeck, 440 

the s ix milliv11, .!5 
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SCENERY : 

The Open Ar k 

"The gateway to the Lord, 11 497 

Sinai, 418, 148 

Mt . Moriah , 146 

Mt. Nebo, 480 

Shiloh, 133 

Kamah, 434 , 203 

ML. Zion in Jerusalem, 419 

Horeb, 21 

the valley of dry bones, 443 

Egyptian bonda ge , 27 , 89 

Exile in Babylon , 420 

Nine veh, 4 5 7 

Credits 

The Hrst and Second Temples , 425 , 419 , 421 

The Water Gate, 133 

The Rhine laud, 434 

Belsen and Auschwitz, 440 

"Isr ael , independen t at last , 11 442 

SPECIAL EFFECTS: 

"The Light of the Divine, " 49, 163, 187 

SOUND EFFECTS" 

The Shofar 

PROPS: 

"The Bock of Life," 30 , 3o 
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PROLOOUE: 

Scene l 

Scene 2 

Scene 3 

Scenes and Numbers 

Erev Rosh Rashanah 

R0sh Hashanah Morning 

Mornlng Blessings, 79-91 

Shema, 99-104; 167-173 

Tefilah, 104-119; 173-187 

"Unetaneh Tokef ," 106-110; 175-179 

Scene 4 • . . . . • . • . . . • • Torah Service, 120-137; 188-207 

"Avinu Malkenu ," 121-189-90 

Scene S . . . . . . . . . . . . • Shofar St•rvice, 138-50; 208-217 

"Aleinu," 156 

ACT Il 

Scene ] 

Scene 2 

Scene 3 

Scene 4 

Erev Yom Kippur 

"Kol Nidre," 249-253 

Shema and Blessings, 253-259 

Tefilah, 260- 268 

Confessional 

"Viddui," ~69-272 

Scene 5 . . . . . • . . . . . . . Prayers for forgiveness 

"Selich":.," 273-279 

Scene 6 . . . . . . . . . . . . . "Avinu Malkenu." 280- 281 

(repr ise) 

Scene 7 . .. . ......... Conrluding Prayers , 282-287 
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Scenes and Numbers 

ACT III Yom Kippur Morning 

Scene 1 . . . . . . . . . . . . . Opening Prayers, Songs of Praise, 

292- 303 

Scene 2 

Scene 3 

Shema and Blessings, 304-8 

Tefilah, 308-323 

" Unetaneh Tokef, " 311-315 

(reprise) 

Scene 4 . . . • . . . . . . . . . Confession 

" Viddui," 324-333 

Scene 5 • • • • • • • • • • • • • Prayers of Forgiveness 

"Selichot," 324-337 

Scene 6 . . . • • • • . . • . • • Torah Service 

Scene 7 

ACT IV 

Scene 1 

Scene 2 

"Avinu Halkenu," 339-40 

(reprise) 

Additional Prayer s , 361-391 

Yom Kippu~ Afternoon 

Preliminaries, 394-8 

Tefilah, J98- 408 

" Now all acclaim You King ," 401-402 

C0ntemporary Confession , 401-405 

Scene .; . . . . . . . . . . . . . " From Creation to Redemo tion" 

"Av .,dah ," 410-44 9 

~cene 4 Torah Service, 450-469 

Sc-ene 5 Memorial Service 

"Yiskor, " 477-494 

EPILOGUE: Yom Kippur Conc!uding Service 

"Ne'ilah," 497- 528 
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AND ALSO STARRING : 

Student name 

Student name 

Student name 

Student name 

About the Cast 

EACH OF US: 

(To be filled in at the end of Session I.) 
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AND ALSO STARRING EACH OF US 

Student name 

Student name 

Student name 

Student name 
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"GATES OF ID~~Il'Y" 

Potential Goals 

I want to: 

understand the main themes of the High Holiday services 

-~ read t hrough Gates of Repentance slowly enough so that I can 
think about its contents 

__ grasp the structure of a wor ship service 

tell sC'meone how ! feel about Rosh Hashanah and Yorn Kippur 

break out of the feeling of alienation that grips me during 
the High Holi days 

__ get an overview of the themes of Jewish liturgy that I can 
t ransfer to other services 

feel closer to what Judaism i s about 

feel closer to myself when I am praying 

feel closer to the congregation and to K'lal Yisrael 

':1derstand Judaism better so I can discuss wh~t it means with 
my child ren 

feel more at heme wit h this prayerbook (I am used to the Union 
Prayerbook II ) 

feel mor e at home wi th this prayerbook (I really pref e r the 
Conservative or Orthodox se:vices T grew up with) 

Other: 

(P laybill, p . 12 is blank, and may be csed fo r notes.) 
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AIMS : 

SESSION II 

GOD AS A MAJOR CHARACTER 

IN THE RIGH HOLIDAY DRAMA 

251 

1. to determine the broad analytic questions that might be asked about 

any dramatic character: what are the character's motivations and 

inherent traits? what is the character ' s condition (position , cir ­

cumstances , respcnsibilities , limit ations)? what is the character's 

style of communication? what reactions does the character evoke in 

other charact ers? 

2. tu apply these questions to "the God character" in the High Holiday 

iiturgy , as portrayed in the texts of Avinu Malkenu, Adonai Adonai 

El _Rachum, and the Shofar service . 

3. to associate the "condition" of God as Father with the "trait" of 

rachamirn, and the "condition" of GvJ as King with the "trait" of din, 

and explain why these r oles a\:e viewed by the liturgy as necessarily 

complementary. 

4. to ru--plaio the concept of the Thirteen Midot, or divine attributes, 

and the relationship between their recital and the pardoning of 

Israel ' s sins. 

5. to express per sonal feelings about some aspect cf this newly or-

ganized knowledge cf God as portr~yed in High Holiday liturgy. 

MATERIALS: 

1. large newsprint pad and markers 

2. blackboard and chalk 

3. phot o of President John Kennedy anc! one of his children in the Oval 

off i ce . Books of Kennedy photos can be found in local public 
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librar ies. The best series t o use for this l esson is "The Story of 

A President and Bis Son," Laura Bergquist, Look, December 3, 1963, 

reprinted in Kennedy and Bis Family in Pict ures , by the editors of 

~. (Cowles Magazines and Broadcasting, Inc., 1963). 

4. copies of a ditto of "Exodus 33:18-34:9" (p. 262) 

s. copies of a ditto of "Rabbenu Tam's Enumeration of the Thirteen 

~" (p. 263) 

6. Gates of Reoen tance fo r eve r y student. 

7. copy of The Cent enary Perspective (pp . 272-278 ) for every s tudent 

(see p. 261 for directions). 

TIME ALLOntENT 

Setting the pattern: 

How does one analyse a dramatic character ? 

Applying the Pattern to Avinu Malkenu 

Applying the Pattern t o Adonai Adonai ~l Racl1um 

a . Guided r eading - "Rabbenu Tam's Enumeratio:111 

b. Lecture 

Applying the Pattern to the Shofar Service 

Appreciating Gates ~ Repentance 

Acting Preparation Exercise 

~PLAN: 

I. Setting the Pat t ern 

~ does ~ analyse ~ dramatic character? 

20 minutes 

20 minutes 

30 minutes 

20 minutes 

30 minuces 

The teacher begins by asking class members to suggest a dramat ic 

char acter that all might be familiar with so that the class 

might do a brief c~se s tudy. After the choice i s made , the 

teacher asks the class to analyse the character. As the 



discussion proceeds, t he teacher continues to probe for the 

questions that the stud~nts feel they must ask to carr y out 

their analysis (ie. "What is the character's motivation?") . 

After about ten minutes of discussion, the teacher takes a 

large newsprint pad and marker, and asks the students t o 

summarize the ~uestions that they had to consider in order 

to analyse the character. The list should include at least 

the following : 

(1) What are the character's motivations? 

(2) What are the character's main traits? 

(3) In what conditions or circumstances is the character 

found when the play begins? What are the character's 

limitations and social position? 

(4) What is the character's typical style of communication 

and action? 

(5) \*iat reaction does the chara-:ter evoke i.r. others? 
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If any item on this list has not emerged f rom discussion, the 

teacher can add it to the end of the c!.ass list. The teacher 

transfe r s the categocies to the blackboard, wri~jng across the 

top to create columns : 

motivation * t rait s * conditions * reactions 

The class now has a format for analys ing "the character God" 

in Hi.gh Holiday liturgy. 

II . Applying the Pattern to Avinu Malkenu (pp . 120-22) 

A. Background (Tnis infonnation may be incorporat ed in a brief 

l ec tu r e): 

Avinu Malkenu is an expansion of a short supplication offer ed 



254 

by Rabbi Akiba on public fast days: Be prayed as follows: 

"Our Father Our King, we have no King but Thee. Our Father 

Our King, for Tnine own sake have compassion upon us. 

(Taan. 25b) (Max Arzt, Justice and Mercy, pp . 118-19) 

Considerable later expansion stressed Israel's own lack of 

merit, but presented for God's consideration the merits of 

Israel's ancestors and of those uho died al kiddush ha Shem. ---
For their sake, worshippers asked God not t o punish them for 

their sins. The Reform version of Avinu Malkenu is a return 

to simplicity. It retains the basic petitiona for compassion, 

life a11d blessing, but de-emphasizes Israel's lack of personal 

merit and dependence on the merits of martyrs. 

B. Procedure (Whole Group): 

The students read the prayer {pp. 120-122) and work to~ether 

to fill in the chart on the blackboard . The t~acher records 

their suggestions in the appropriate spaces. 

C. Father and King Imagery 

Need for Clarification: ----
These are umbrella images, encompassing ·~tween them all the 

other divine "roles" (see "Cast of Characters") . Their 

implicit contradiction points up the limitation cf this s tudy 

format in an instructive way: what will emerge when ~he 

sample texts ar e all analysed will not be a coherent and 

unified picture of ~ dramatic character, but a complex and 

often contradictory itemization of traits, conditions, 

reac tions, etc . 
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Illustration: Father and King 

The teacher shows a clear reproduction (Xerox) or a book 

ill~stration print ~f any photo of President John Kennedy in 

the Oval office with one of his children. What was the shock 

value , poignancy and charm of the photo when it was first 

published? (Th~ class should note the contradiction between 

the father's and tbP presidential role.) 

(1) What parallels can be drawn between Father and King? 

(2) What rlistincticns are there between two roles? 

(3) In Jewish liturgy , what trai : is associated with the 

fatherhood aspect of God? What trait is associated 

with God ' s Kingship? (The answers are rachamim and din--

how are these qualities complementary?) 

D. S wnma ry 

?otential Loading: There are three sources of loading 
here: 
1) dealing with God at all makes some adults un­

comfortable, 
2) ciealing with God in human terms is awkward for 

some (students can he t~ld that later in the 
lesson they will exrlore alternate apprortches), 

3) the use of sp~cif ic masculine imagery is trouble­
some for some . (The teacher can tell the class 
that thP editorial cotmnittee did consider this 
imagery a great p· oblem, almost deleted it, and 
restored it only a~ the last moment . In many 
other places , the book uses non-sexist termiaology. 
The class can also consider t he juxtaposition of 
Meditations 11 and 12 on pp . 231 and 232.) 

The teacher asks a cl:::ss member to summarize what the class has 

learned about "the God character" from Avinu Malkenu. 
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UI. Applying the Pat tern to Adona1 Adonai El Rachum, (p . 122) 

A. Transition/Introduct ion: ~ecture 

This br ief pr ayer formula l ocated immediately after the Avinu 

Mal keinu can be t ransferred as is the column of " traits" be­

cause it is a list of midot or divine attributes. However , 

to transfer t his list whole without knowing its source or 

the story behind it would be to miss a wonder fu l insight 

into the character we ' re examining. 

B. Procedur e: 

Guided Reading of Exodus 33:18-24 : 9 and Rabbenu Tam 

The teacher distributes dittoed copies of Exodus 33:18- 34:9. 

(1) Where in these verses is the pr ayer text to be found? 

(Students will need to compare the text of the prayer 

on p. 122 with the ditto.) 

(2) How is the pr ayer different from the Biblical verse? 

(Omission of "Yet He does not r emit all pu:iishment . . ") 

(3) What incident is being rP.~ounted in the verses? 

(4) Why is the passage referred to as the Thirteen Midot or 

attributes? How many 1ttributes can be counted? 

After the students make their own count, the teacher cistributes 

dittoed copies of Rabbenu Tam's Enumeration of the Thirteen 

Midot , (Max Arzt, Justice and Mercy, p. 127) (p. 263) 

Lecture: 

Why did Rabbenu Tam think it was so important to have a precise 

count of God's attributes listed in this passage? The 

passage has magical potency. Rabbinic tradition teaches t hat 

wh~n this passage is recj t ed , God ~ill forgive Israel ' s sins. 
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Rabbi Judah the Prince said, "A Covenant is established {be­

tween God and Israel) that whenever the Lhirteen attributes are 

invoked, that prayer "'ill not be in vain." (RH17b) Under the 

influence of Isaac Luria (1534-72), the custom arose to recite 

the Thirteen Attributes before the open ark. (Max Arzt, Justice 

and Mercy, p. 126~ 

C. Summary Question: 

If God provided Moses with a fonnula whereby sins might be for­

given and prayers might not be in vain, what in aght into God's 

character might the class add to it's charted analysis on the 

blackboard? 

IV. Applying the Pattern to the Shofar Service 

A. ~ the Shofar Service {Guided Inquiry) 

The mahzor itself uses org~nizing rubrics to gather and hold in 

balance the disparate elements of God's charac ter . The Shofar 

Service is a major organizer . 

(1) What events are connected wi t:1 the sounding of the Shofar? 

How do these events organize God's ~areer f rom Israel's 

point of view? 

a) Abrsham/lsaac - beginning of a relationship with a 

people, covenant with family of Abraham, 

b) Sinai - giviug of Tora~1. Covenant with the people. 

c) Hol y Temple - national worship established, 

d) End of Days - redemption and completion of purpose. 

(2) How is the Shofar Service divided? What ar~ its themes? 

a) Malchuyot - Kingship, Sovereignty, 

b) Zichronot - Remembrance, 

c) Shofarot - Revelation and Redempti~n. 

r 
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B. Procedure: (Small Gr oups) 

Once the class understands the structure of the Shofar service , 

the teacher divides the class into small groups and asks them 

to read pp. 208-217, using the data so gained to complete the 

character analysis chart. After ten minutes, the class r econ­

venes as a whole to correlate results and complete the chart on 

the blackboard. 

v. Appreciating the Portrayal of the God Character in Gates ~f 

Repentance 

A. How is Gates of _!lepentance' s portrayal different? 

Lecture: 

The Reform~ Malkenu and the Shofar service are abbreviated, 

but they are thematically very close to their equivalents in 

the traditional mahzor. Therefo~c , they have yielded a broad 

outline of the way the "God character'' functions ~ traditional 

liturgy. As is evident from the va!"iety of "traits ," "motiva~ 

tions," etc ., traditional Judaism never limited its conception 

of God to one image. There was never any doubt that God was 

One , but the Being of God was so enormous and difficult for 

human minds to confront, that the idea wasn ' t easily captured 

in words. In fact , Maimonides ~ecommended that people not apply 

descriptive language to God because of the implied limitations 

irl any linguistic concept . Rather, Maimonides said that God 

should be described only in negative t e rms, (!.e) "not unjust" 

or "not unme:-ciful," sir.ce by calling God ju:>t we are limited 

by our human notions of what justice might be. (see Louis 

Jacobs , A Jewish Theology, New York: Behnna~ House, 1973, 

Pr>. J9-41) 
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Gates ~ Repenta~re continues the tradition of presenting the 

character of God in a great variety of ways. However, there 

is an additional reason for Refonn's variety of expression. 

Reform liturgy is commicteJ t o express not only the many facets 

of God's Being, but also profounc differences in vision and 

faith among Reform worshippers. Reform Judaism, built on re­

spect for the autonomy of the individual, explicitly engenders 

and enc.ourages diversity of thought. Reform also responds to 

the facts of modern life: scie.ntific thought and nodern histor y 

have left their mark on Reform faith. Therefore , Reform liturgy 

expresses irieas about God that are qualified, conditional, and 

skeptical . When traditional liturgy speaks of God in one 

breath as Creator and Healer, and in the next breath as Warrior 

and Defender of Israel, all of these terms , thc~gh contradictory 

in cont~nt, are on the same level of belief. Reforo liturgy, on 

the other hand, juxtaposes terms that imply belief wi~h terms 

that imply s peculation and limited belief. Its language is 

frequently ambiguous and naturalistic. 

Discussion: 

The class might examine the "Cast of Characters" in the Playbill 

and discuss the differences among the various roles that God 

plays in Gates of Reper.tance. Which names for God are easiest 

and most comfortable fo r class members to use? 

B. Finding the inner logic of Gates of Repentance's new God 

.e_assages through an acting preparation exercise. 

The class can discove r something about the special nature of 

Reform liturgy' s t reatment of the God character by working 
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through a simple acting preparation. In preparing a role, an 

actor will study his or her character ' s situation, lines and 

emotional responses to other characters and stage business. 

For every scene that the character is jn, the actor might try 

to remember a situation in his or ~ter own experience that was 

comparable in some measure. By remembering that evocative 

situation vividly, t~ the point of vicariously reliving the 

associated emotions, the actor can use those real emotions tn 

play the scene in a believable manner. 

The Exercise: 

The teacher asks students to pretend that they are actors. 

How would they prepare to play the role of God? (Students 

should chose one aspect of.' the "God character" as revealed by 

their analysis, and think of some situation in their own ex­

perience that gave them the feeli~g of mercy, power, creativity, 

etc.) What was the situation ? ~/ha t powers and talents did it 

call forth ? 

After five minut~s of thought, the teacher aska t~o or three 

people to share their actin0 p::eparations with the rest of 

the class. 

~ication to Gates Ef Repentance: 

What this acting preparation exercise does i s help people focus 

on the interface between their notion of God and their own 

e~-perience of life. Reform liturgy addresses many people 

who have trouble relating to a traditionally formulated 

external~zed God " character." Tnese people are sometimes more 

comfortable thinking of God as a name for a constellation of 

-

• 
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values that become real in the world through peopl e's lives 

(ie.) compassion, creative power, righteousness. The liturgy, 

therefore, must put people in touch with the God-moments in 

their own lives. To see this process at work in Gates of 

Repentance, members of the class can read aloud to each 

other from the fol lowing selections: 

p. 10, (16 (Martin Buber), p. 232 t114 (Chasidic, 18th c) 

p. 185, "O fill our minds with knowledge" 

p. 187, "Be among those. " 

p . 320, "You are with us in our prayer" 

p. 367, "Towers of Hope" 

p . 398-9, "We know You, yet. 11 

p. 406, "Let me bear You, Lord" 

For an intriguing counterpoint , the teacher may ask tlte class 

to read at home (1.n this order) p. 4, 118; p. 7, #18; ?· 230 , 1'7. 

Assignment for Session III: 

Read pp. 383-7 and Xerox of The Centenary Perspective (pp. 272-278) 

This document is also available in Eugene Borowitz, Reform Judah ~ Today, •• 
Volume 1 (New York: Behrman House, 1978). If the books are used instead 

of the Xeroxed sheets (which can be reproduced back to back), the teacher 

should prepare a ditto containing the questions that are found on The 

Centenary Perspective pages herein, pp. 272-278 . Ask the students to 

bring their copies of The Centanary Perspective to class for Session !IT. 
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Appendix to Session II 

Exodus 33:18-34 :9 

He said, "Oh, let me behold Your Presence!" And He answered• "I will 

make all My goodness pass before you , and I will pr oclaim before you the 

~ame LORD , and the grace that I grant and the compassion that I sho~. 

But," He said, "you cannot see My face , for man may not see Me and live. 11 

And the Lord said, "S~e, there is a place near Me. Station yourself 

the rock and, as My Presence passes by, I "7111 put you in a cleft of 

the rock and shi eld you with My hand until I have passed by. Then I 

will take My hand away and you will see My back; but My face must not 

be seen. " 

on 

3.'.i) The Lord said to Moses: "Carve two tablets of stone like the first, 

and l will inscribe upon the tablets the words that were on the first 

tablets, which you shatterea. Be r eady by morning, and in the morning 

come up to Mt. Sinai and presenr yourself ther e to Me, on the top of the 

mountain . No one else shall come u? with you, and no one else sh~ll be 

seen anywhere on the mountain; neither :.i1ca.!. l the flocks and the herds 

graze at the foot of this mountain . " 

So Moses carved two tablets of stone, like the first , and early in the 

morning he went up on Mt . Sinai, as thP LORD had commanded him, taking 

the two stone tablets with him. The LORD came d.JWJl in a cloud; He stood 

with him there, and proclai~ed the name Lord. The LORD passed before 

him and proclaimed: "The LORD! the .')RD! a God compassiona t e and 

gracious, s l ow to anger, abounding i n kindness and faithfulness, ex­

tending kindness to the thousandth genera tion, forgiving iniquity, 

transgression , and sin; ye t Re does not remit all punishment, but visits 

the iniquity of fathers upon chi l dren and childr en ' s children, upon the 

third and fourth generat ions. " 

~.!.!?.!!h: The Five Books .2f Moses (Philadelphia, The Jewish Publica tion 

Societ~, 1962), pp. 161-162. 

• 
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Rabbenu Tam's Enumeration 
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On the exact order of the Thirteen Attributes thece were differences 

of opinion among the Geonic interpreters of t he Talmud. The enumeration 

suggested by Rabbenu T:1ltl (France, 1100-1171) is as follows: 

1. Adonai: The Lord is merciful before one has sinned . 

2. Adonai: The Lord is also merciful to the r epentant sinner. 

3. El: lie is all-powerful 

4. rahum: He is compassionate 

S. veha1mun: He is grad.ous 

6. erekh appayyim: He is slow to anger 

7. verav hesed: He is abounding in kindness 

8. veemet: And in truth 

9. notzer hesed laalafim: Maintaining kindness t n the thousandth 

generation 

10. nose avon: Forgiving sins connnitted with premeditation 

11 . vafesha: And sins committed in rebellion 

12. vehataah: As well as those committed ur dttingly 

13. venakkeh: And acquitting the penitent . 

(Tosefot, R. H. 17b) 

Max Arzt, Justice and Mercy. p . 127. 

• 
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SESSION III 

THE CHARACTER ISRAEL: STARRING "EACH OF US" 

~: 

1. to evaluate the interaction between ~he three roles that the con-

gregation plays in the High Holiday drama: they are audience. 

performers, and members of the collective main character, "Israel." 

2. to acquire an overview of the issues that shape Reform Jewish 

identity. 

3. to identify the major themes in The Centenary Perspective. 

4. to i rlentify continued Jewish survivc.1 as the major Reform Jewish 

identity concern. 

S. to inventor y persona] Jewish values and behaviors , identifying 

values and behaviors that are important for Jewish survival. 

6. to summarize and evaluate 11.turgical statements about "Israel" by 

using them as the basis for compC"sing a personal definition of 

membership in the "hcuse of Israel." 

7. to exp1ess the personal me.aning c c the act of attending High 

Holiday services. 

8. to discover and articulate fee· '.ngs about the High noliday self­

inventory process, and about being part of a Jewish family . 

9. to compar e feelings about the High Holidays with other students, 

and to discover the commonality of some of ~hose feelings . 

10. through sharing experiences which touch ba!>ic concerns , values and 

beliefs , to experience a sense of community among class members. 

MATERIALS: 

1. P copy of Gates of Repentance for each student. 

2. Pencils and paper 



3. Table .!_: Audience 

Instn.ctions (p. 269) 
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Survey study sheet Dl (copies for all class members) (pp. 170-171) 

Centenary study sheet 112 (--11
- --

11
---

11
-----"-----"---) (pp. 272- 278) 

4. Table .!!_: Performers 

Instructions (p. 279) 

Note Sheet C3 (p. 280) 

Cartoon study sheet #4 (p . 281) 

s. Table III: Israel 

Instructions (p. 282) 

Note Sheet C5 (p. 283) 

TIME ALLOTMENT: 

~ork Session I 

Work Session II 

Work Session III 

Group Summary 

LESSON PLAN : 

I. Work Sessions at Activity Tables 

30 minutes 

30 minutes 

30 minutes 

30 minutes 

This lesson is designed ·o give students an upportunity t o work 

independently with a wide varie t y of materials that evoke strong 

personal response~. While students will be working in close 

proximity t o one another in activity groups , and will be able to 

shar e reac tions to the material lnformally, the tasks are essentially 

individual. Any student who desires to r e tain privacy at any time 

will be able to do so , and ye t re~1ain supported by the knowledge 

that other people ace confronting the same challenges at the same 

ti:oe . 



'.:.u.::.ence . " table 11--"Pe'!"fon::o:'r s .'' s:ld f3bk :11--"\$f.-te>l." /\:: 

=~~:es so t hat the gr"ups will te rau~hlv ~qunl in num~t.'r. 

::..;..-~ table .,.·ill haYe as its cente:-pi~<'~ . ~1 si~•' t h1\t pr,,, -t,i<•.:: .m 

:.::c:r0Juction and di r ec t ions ffl r t hst t~~':>lt.? ' s ·"·t h·i t h·::. 111 t•:1dl 

::;:.le ..,·ill be pencils , papPr. and t h.:- dirtoe<l m.l tt.> rfol:: n<'t"h>d '" 

a.:comf)lish the designated activ i ties. 

Stude:us wi ll "''ork at each table ftir· l / ! hour . ~,, th•H :tt tlw 1•1i.t •'' 

1- 1 / 2 hou r s , evE> r y s t udi>n t "·ill have wnr·kcd nt <'V<•rv t:ll•l1•. Th•• 

teache r will cir cula t e . answe r quest i ons .m rl ,,1 (,•r f:,ttiJmi.·« m1.t 1:111, ­

por t as needed. After giving a quiet "f·i vc riimtl<'~: l 1•l t" wnrnln~ t•• 

each table , the teacher \o' ill dirL•ct the t rnnsl t i <'ll f1•,,m r•1H' :11•1 Jv l l \' 

table to a nother .:it the l/'!. hour i n t crv.'l l s . 

For the last half hou r . the c l 1rns wi 11 mc••f . 1.; n wh<'h•. 'l'lw l1•nl'111•1 

\dll ask several c lass membe rs to shun• the Ir I L' l tl'r:~ t n 11 "'""">t 

Je1.1 (fr om Activity Tab l e 112) , 11a<l \.:ill ~i ·1· t lll' r l a1::: ,.,,1' 1,•1. 1d tlw 

Cente~r_y Perspective parag r .:iph o n "l s rne l " for t·1,inp:u · t ,.clll :ind 

evaluation. Did the c lass 1t1emhcrs come c l o iw Lu t ht• v!1. t o 11 •'f 
"Israel" e xpr essed in t h::: Centena r y pa ragr aph? Wl1:i t ...,t• n · r lw 

diffe r ences? 

II . Summary Problem 

As a r esult of the c l ass activities, Lhe s t 11dP nt1 : wl l l rc-1111 1.P t ltr11 

t hey function in three ways on the lli~h llolltlny<1: n it 1wdl1·1H' 1-. • .,, 

pert'ormer s . and as "Is r ael." The p r ob l em I R tv 111k1· mtt· vivid .111d 
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dramatic segment of the High Roliday servi ce, specifical ly t he 

Kol Nidre (pp. 249-253) ce remony, and to analyse it from the poin t 

of view of audience , performer , and "Isr ael." A sample analysis 

is provided here . (Student s ugges t ions will go beyond the sample) : 

Audience: 

the congregat ion is witness t o r ecitation of a legal formula 

the congregation remains silent while watching the spectacl e 

of the rabbi's removing Torahs from t he ark, calling up 

designated Torah bearers from the congrE!gation (chor eography) 

people respond in i ndividual/personal ways to the symbolism 

cf the open ark (laying bare the heart , open door to God, 

treas~re revealed, a holy time and place .••• ) 

people respond in individual/personal w~ys to ~ of 

Repentance ' s e>q>ansior. of Kol Nidre' s meaning: "for rash 

words, broken pledges, insincere assurances, foolish 

pr omises may we find fo r giveness" {p . 250) 

in some congregations there is a mu!;!.cal performance of the 

Kol Nidre melody. 

Performers: 

it is necessar y rhat each person recites the l ega l fonnula of 

disclaimer, because it is a personal statement having t o 

do with private unde r taking o f obligation. 

Israel: 

the fact that officer s or ~therwise desi gnated members of the 

congregation hold the Torahs symbolizes tnat the congrega­

tion ~ ~ congregation is bound before God by the formula 

being r ecit ed . 

• 



people have the sense that the same scene is being enacted 

throughout K' lal Yisrae!.. 
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Gates of Repentance alludes to the bitter historical association 

that Kol Nidre had for Jews in thP. past. Recital of Kol 

N:!.dre is an expression of solidarity with those Jews. 

(The teacher can clarify, or can ask a student to clarify 

the hist~rical allusion to forced apostasy. Max Arzt ' s 

Justice and Mercy, pp. 203-205 is a good sour ce of infv~­

tion about this . ) 

Assignment fo r Session IV: 

Read Unetaneh Tokef, pp. 10(1-110; Viddui, pp. 324-333, Selichot, 273- 279 , 

334-337 . 



Table I 

Inst ructions 

AUDIENCE 

THE ATMOSPHERE OK EREV ROSH HASHANAH IS FESTIVE--EVE~ A BIT 

FRANTIC. ACQUAINTANCES G!'~ET EACH OTHER LIKE FRIENDS, FRIENDS EMBRACE 

WITH ENTHUSIASM. EVERYONE IS DRESSED IN HOLIDAY ATTIRE. 
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WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT THIS ROSH HASHANAf! AUDIENCE? WHAT ATTITUDES, 

VALUES AND CONCERNS DO REFORM JEWS BRING WITH TilEM WEN THEY ENTER THE 

SANCTUARY? 

Directions : 

First complete the SURVEY (Study Sheet 01) 

(time limit: 30 minutes) 

You have already had a chance to read the Centenary Per spective. 

Now, discuss the questions in the margins with the peopl e at your 

table. Take turns r eading each question alou~, a~d let ever yone 

at the table answer. 



Table I 

SURVEY 

Study Sheet ill 

The followi~g questionnaire is an adptation of a famous study 

originated by Marshall Skl a r P and Joseph Greenbaum in the late 19SO ' s 

when they studied Jewish belief in Lakeville (Jewish Identity on the 

SuburbaJ! Frontier). The study was used a second time in 1973 by 

Leonard Fein in Reform 12_~ Verb, a study of Reform Jews commissioned 

by the UAHC . 

Please put a U next to items that emphasize universalist obligations . 

Put a P next to items that relate. to partii:ula1·ist obligations. 

Put a star next to those items that celate to Jewish group survival. 

Then check the applicable column to the right . 

A singl e irem may be marked with more than one symbol. 

r-1 Q.I 
C1J 
u 

Tu BE A GOOD JEW: C1J ~ 0 c: ..... .0 c Q.I 
u C1J ~ 
c ~ Cll Q.I 
C1J ~ Q.I""' 
Cl) Cl) .:it""' 
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U P or* 
Cl) C1J ~~ Comment? l>l 0 

1. accept being a Jew and don't try to 
hide it 

2. contribute to Jewish philanthropies 

3. support I s rael 

4 . support all humanitarian causes 

s. l:>eloag t o a synagogue 

6. attend weekly services 

7. lead an e thical and moral life 

8 . attend High Holiday services 



HOW TO BE A GOOD JEW: 

U P t1r * 
9. observe Shabbat with home ritual 

10 . attend a Seder 

11. attend holiday services 

12. be well versed in Jewish history and 
culture 

13. know the f undamentals of Judaism 

14. have mostly Jewish friends 

15. promote the use of Yiddish 

16. know how to read Hebrew 

17. give preference to Jewish candidates 
for o . .:ice 

18. gain respect of Christian ne ighbor s 

19. promote civic betterment 

20. marry within the Jewish faith 

21. work for equality for blacks, women 
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Q) ..... QI <J 
tO ..... 0 c: 
"" .0 c: OJ 
u tO .... 
c: .... II) QI 
QI "" QI ..... 
ti) II) ~ ..... 
ti) C1I tO "" Comment? w Q :::c:o 
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Table I 

THE CENTENARY PERSPECTI\ £ 

Study Sheet ~2~ p. 1 

Reform fudaism: 
A CENTENARY 
PERSPECTIVE 

The Central Conference of American Rabbi.s has on 
tpccial occuions described the spiri:ual shte of Reform 
Judaism. The centenaries of the founding of the Union 
of American Hebrew Congregations and the Hebrew 
Union CoTiege·Jewish Insti tute of Religion ~en an 
appropriate time for another auch effort. We therefore 
record our stnse of the unity of our movement today. 

We celebrace the role of Reform Judaism in North 
America, the growth of our movement on this free 

r le ground, the great contributions of our 
Hundred membership to the dreams and achieve· 

W
'!_eawrs: mentJ of thia society. We also feel grut 
•1«1t 8 • f • h h f · Have satss act:aon at ow muc o our p1onett· 
Taught ing conception of Judais1n has been 

accepted by the Household of Israel. h 
now ecem11elf-evident to most Jewt: that our trad1cion 
1hould Interact with modem culrure : that its forma 
ought to reflect a contemporary uthclic: that iu scholar. 
1hip nced1 to be conducted by modern. critical meihods: 
and that char:ge hu been and must continue to be a 
fundamental reality in Jewish life. Mo~over, though 

xix 

a. Dt::iine the ""ord "tradition." 
What is the meaning of tra­
dition lo Refoi-m Jewish life 
if "change has been and must 

>n tinue to be a fundamental 
reality?" 

b. Which types of passages in 
Gates of Repentance are most 
s~tisfying to you : the free 
contemporar y ~oems~ or the 
prayers that you can identify 
as coming unchanged from the 
traditional mahzor? 

c . Do you agree that the forms 
of our tradition s hould re­
flect a c~ntemporary 
esthetic? 

l 



Table I 

Sludy Sheet 02 , p. 2 

xx .A Centenary Perspectit"! 

some still disagree, subst.ntial numbers have also 
accepted our teachings: that the ethia of univerulism 
implicit in traditional Jud.Wm must be an explicit part of 
our Jewish duty; that women should have full rights 10 

practice J udaum; and that J ewish ol>ligatior. begins with 
the informed will of every individual. Mo~t modern Jews, 
within thei; various religious movements. arc embracing 
Reform J ewtsh perspectives. We sec this put crntury u 
having confirmed the cu cn:ial wlldom of ow move­
mcnL 

Obviously. much else hu chanced in the put ceutury. 
We continue to probe the utraordin:ay events o f the 

One past gene1 at ion. 1Cck ing to unden:and 
Hundred their meaning and to incorporate the ir 

Years: significance in our lives. The Holocaost 
Whal We shattered our cuy optimism abo1;t hu. 

Have 
learned manity and its ineviu.ble pcogrru. The 

State of Israel. 1hrough iu many accom· 
plishments, uased our sense of the J ews as a people to 
new heights of aspiration and dcvolion . The widespread 
thrcau to freedom. the problems inherent in the uplo· 
sion of new knowledge and of ever mote oowerful tech ­
nologies, and the spiritual emptinel.S of much of Wutcm 
culture have taught us 10 be leSI dependent on the \'a luu 
of our society and to reassert what remains perennially 
valid in J udaism 's teaching. We have levned again that 
the survival of the Jewu h people is of highest prio rity 
and th.at in cvrying out our Jewish responsjbiljtin we 
help move humanity toward its mewanic fulfillment . 
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This is the major thrust of 
t he document. Do you agr ee 
with the strongly par­
ticularistic message? Do 
you think it is felt 
stronzl y by the High 
Holidc:.y " audience?" 
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Table I 

Study Sheet 112, p. 3 

A Q"renary Pnsptctiue xxi 

Reform Jew> respond 10 change in nrious wayuccord· 
ing 10 the Reform principle of the au1onomv of the 

Oive~ity individual. However, Refonn Jucbism 
Within does more 1han tolerate diversity ; it en· 
Unity, genderi it. In our unecruin 'Ustorical 

the 
Hallmartt situation we mu.st expect to have far 

of grcator diversity than prttious genera. 
Reform rions knew. How we shill live wirh d iver· 

sity withou1 trifling diuen1 and wirhout 
paralyzing our ability to u.lce pomive action will rest our 
chna.c1u and our principles. We stand open 10 any 
posnion 1houghtfu1Jy and conscientiously advoc.atcd in 
1he spirit of Refo rm Jewish belief. While we nuy differ in 
our in terpretation aod application of 1hc ideas cnunci· 
ated here, we accept such differences as precious and ~c 
in :hem Judwm's best hope for con&onring whatever 
the furure holcl.s for us. Yet in ill our divenity we 

perceive a certain unity and we shl!l not .Jlo ..v our 
differences in some part iculars to obscure what bind's us 
toi;ethcr. 

The 2ffumarion of God has always been uxotUI to our 
Jl(oplc's will 10 survive. In our strug&k through the 

I. centuries to pres.ervc our faith we have 
God experienced and conceived of God in 

many ways. The trials of our own timc and the chaUcng-s 
of modern culture have made sicady belief and clur 
understanding dif6cul t for some. Ncvcnhcless. we 
gro~nd our lives, penonally and communally, on God's 
1~ll1ry md remain open 10 new e•pcricnecs and concep­
nons of the Divine. Amid 1he mystery we c.JI life , we 
~firm tha1 human beings. created in God 's image, share 
lllGod'sc ternal iry despite the mysicry we c.JI death. 

If you wish t o do so. shar e 
your answe rs to the ques­
tionnaire {S tudy Sheet 01) 
wi t h the people at your 
table. Does your group 
reflect this diver sity? 
How do you feel about the 
degr ee of diversity you 
see? 

Na~ three £actors that 
make "s teady belief 
difficult for SClme. " 

1. 

2. 

3. 



Table I 

Study Sheet #2 , p. 4 

Torah results from the relationship bcrwecn God and the 
jcwUh people. The records of our earliest confrontations 

Ill. arc uniquely important to us. Lawgiven 
Torah and prophets, historians and poets gave 

us a heritage whose srudy is a rtligious imperative and 
whose practice is our chief means to holineu. Rabbis and 
teachers. philosopheu and mprics, gifted Jews in every 
a:,"I: amf>lificd the Torah tradition .• for millennia the 
crurion of Torah hu not ceased and Jewisl!_~cariyi..!J in 
our cimc is adding to the chain of traditioi:!:_ 

Judaism emphuizes action rather than creed as the 
rrimMY expression of a rdjgious life , the means by 

IV. which we stri\le to achie-ve uni\'Cnal jus· 
Our rice and peace. Refonn Jud~~m Jiarcs 

Obligations: this emphasu on duty and obligation. 
Religi~us Our founders stressed that the Jew's 
Practice h' 1 'bi! ' . ~ • d e t sc a responY snes. persona.i an 

sorul U C enjoined b) God. The p.ut ~nrury has taught 
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Bow is this conviction re­
flected in Gates of -----Repentance? Are you dis­
tracted by the shifts in 
tone, or is your worship 
expe r ience enriched by the 
sense of a "chain of 
creativity?" 



Table I 

Study Sheet 02, p. 5 

xx.iv ,'1 ~unary Ptr$puti11~ 

the mandate: of our tradition to create strong Jcwu.h 
communities whc1cvcr we live. A genuine Jewish life is 
passib!e in an>· land, each community developing iu o wn 

particular cha.meter and determiningiuJewish rcspon~ ­
bilirics. The found ation of Jewish community life is the 
S) nagogue. It leads us beyond itself to cooperate with 

other Jews. to share their concerns, and to assume leadcr­
s.'iip in communal affairs. We arc therefore committed to 
the full Jemocratization of the Jewish community and 
to its hAllowing in tenns of J cwtsh v-.lues. 

The State of Israel and the DWpora, in fn.itful dia­
logue, can show how a people tranSGends nationalism 
tven as it affirm.) it, thereby setting an uample for 

humanity which remains largely concerned with dan­
gcrou)!y r:iroch ial goals. 

Early Reform Jews, newly admitted to genera.I ~«iety 
and seeing in this the evidence o f a growing universa.lism. 

VI. regularly spoke o f Jewish pwpose in 
Our terms of J cwr)' 's se!'\•iee to humanity. In 

ObligatiC'ns: recent years we have become frc:\hly 
Survival conscious of the Vlrtun of pluralism and 

and Service 
the values o f particularism. The Jewish 

people in iu unique way of lire vilidates iu own worth 
while working toward the fulfillment of iu messianic 

c:.11pecurion\. 
Until the recent past o ur obligatio ns t'l the Jtwuh 

peo ple and to all humanity seemed congruent. At rimes 
now these two impeutiHs appear to conf1ict·. We knew 
of no simple way to rcsol•<e such tensions. We must, 
hownrer, confront them without ab;indoning either of 

our commitmenu. A universal concern for humanity 
unactompanied by a devocion to our particular peo ple is 
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Table I 

Study She~t 02. p. 6 

A ~tmary Pttrsputivr xxv 

self.destructive; a passion for our people without 
in"olvement in humankind contudiccs what the proph­
cu h.ive meant to us. J udwm calls ussimultaneu usly to 
universal and particular obligations. 

Previous gener.acions of Reform Jc~ had unbo unded 
confidence in h umanity's potential for good. We have 

Hope: lived through terrible tragedy and been 
Our compelled to rcapproprate ou.r tra.di­

~e~ish rion's realism about the hurmn capacity 
Obligation for evil. Yet our people has always 

refused to despw. The sun'1vors of the P.olocaust. on 
being gt an ted life, seized it. nurrured it. and. rising above 
catamoph~. sho wed humankind that the human spirit is 
1ndomiuble. The State of Js:racl, esublished and main­
tained by the Jewish ~ill to live, demonsnatcs what a 
uni ted people c an accomplish in h i.uory. T he existence 
of the J ew is an argument against despair:Jewish surviva1 
u warnr. tforhum;inhope. ----

We 1ema.in God 's witnen that hatof)· is not meaning· 
Im . We affi1m that .. ;th God's help pt'ople an not 
powrrle~ • affect their destiny. We dedicate: ourselves, 
u did :he generations of J ews who went before us , to 
work and wait for that d a)' when "T hey shall not hurt o r 
dutrO)' in all My hol)' moun~a.i n for che earth shall be full 
of the knowledge of the l ord as the waters cover the 
>ea ." 
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Physically, American Jews are 
thriving. List three ways we 
can a ssu"e our survival as 
Jews . 

1. 

2. 

3. 



CENTENARY PERSPECTIVE 

Passage on Israel 

xxi..i A Centenary Pt>rsptctive 

The J ewish people and Judaism defy precise definition 
bcuusc both a.re in the process of becoming. Jews. by 

11. birth or convcnioo. corutitu tc vi ur.com· 
The mon union of faith and pcoplehood. 

People Born u Hebrews in the a.ricient Near East, 
Israel we a.re bound together like ill ethnic 

groups by language. land. histo1y. culture. aud institu· 
rions. But the people of Israel is unique because o f its 
involvement v.i th God vid iu resulting pt'rception of the 
huma.ri condition. Throughout our long history our 
people hu bEen imcpanblc from its religion with its 
mcssi.nic hope that humanity will be redeemed. 
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Note to Teacher: Do nflt include this page when you give the Centenary 

Perspective to s tudents for home reading in pr eparation 

for this Session . 

This page is to be handed out as part of the Summary 

discussion (see p . 266) 

• 
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Table II 

Instructions 

PERFORMERS 

THE PERFORMERS IN THIS DRAMA OF HIGH HOLlDAY WORSHIP-THE PEOPLE 

WHO READ THE LINES AND SING THE SONGS--ARE NOT PROFESSIONAL ACTORS. 

SOMETIMES THEY DON'T BECOME ONE WITH THEIR ROLE. THEY COME ONSTAGE AS 

THEMSELVES, STILL CARRYING THE BUNDLE OF PERSONAL PROBLEMS, GRIEP, 

GUILT, PR.Im:, LONGING AND CONFUSTION THAT THEY USUALLY CARRY. THE 

SCRIPT IN SEVERAL PLACES GIVES THEM A CRANCE TO CONFESS TB.EIR PERSONAL 

FEELINGS. 

Directions : 

Here is .!. selection of ~ scripted "asides." (Study She~E_ 113) 

Read~ indicated passages, then complete the cartoon~ Study 

Sheet IJ4 . 

(time limit: 30 minutes) 

l 
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Table II 

PERFORMERS 

Study Sheet 113 

!>irec tions : 

List key phrases i n each praye1 that describe emotional loadings and 

the burdens of circumstance . Which of these phrases apply ~· 

sometimes, today, especially .!!} synagogue? 

p. 51 
"In the twilight" 

p. 165 
"This Rosh Hashanah" 

p. 180 
"Why be concerned?" 

p. 424-5 
"We, too , pray" 
"Some have strayed" 

I 
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"EACH GENERATION HAS ITS PA'rn; EACH A VISION OF ITS OWN" (GOR174) 

::itudy Sheet /14 

Either in reality or in our imaginations, we attend High Holiday services with our parents on on~ side of us, 
our children on the other. How did our parents feel about Judaism? About the High Holidays? What did they 
want to transmit to us? What do our children feel? What do they want to learn from us? 

0 0 

! but only 

0 

0 

the thread that binds our lives in a lasting fabric which time shall fray I which time shall fray 
to be rewoven by each generation." (COR61) 

N 
OD ..... 
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Table II I 

Instructions 

THE CHARACTER "ISRAEL" 

MOST PEOPLE "KNOW" A NmIBER OF CHARACTERS FROM SECULAR DRAMA 

AND LITERATIJRE: ULYSSES , MACBETH, TOM SAWYER, ANNA KARENINA. FOR 

MA.\'Y PEOPLE--THESE CHARACTERS ARE LIKE OLD FRIENDS . 

BUT HOW WELL DC WE KNOW THE CHARACTER "ISRAEL?" WELL Et\OUGR 

TO EXPLAIN "ISRAEL" TO OUR CHILDREN? PERHAPS WE'RJ:: TOO CLOSELY 

IXVOLVED 'J'O PUT ALL OUR THOUGHTS INTO WORDS. LITURGY IS SOMETIMES 

HF.LPFUL IN COMPRESSING COMPLEX FEFLINC.:3 INTO NEATLY BALANCED 

STATEMEl\'TS . 

Directions: 

Read the selections listed~ Study !iheet f!S , then '-'l"ite !_ 

brief letter explair.ing to ~ ~~ _.~ew Ef your choice what 

it means to be a member o~ t he: House of Israe l. ----- - --------
(time litJ1it: 30 minutes) 
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Table 111 

"ISRAEL" THE CHARACTER 

Study Shee t 05 

You might want to take a few notes 

p. 25 
,.And how unyieldin%" 

p. 27 
"What does it mean" 

pp . 201-202 
Jeremiah 31:1-19 

p. 232 015 
"Israel is committed by the Covenant" 

pp. 343-345 
Deuteronomy 29:9-lt., 30-11-20 

p. 367 
"Then Isaac asked" 

p. 39.!, 
"At this hour Israel stan<ls 

(I f desired, the people a~ this table may divide r.he reading and share 

their notes . ) 

I 
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SESSION IV 

THE PLOT: DO WE TAKE IT SER!OUSLY? 

AIMS: 

1. to personalize the concepts of inner change and resistance to 

change by pinpointing some change in attitude, si:uation or habit 

that is needed but difficult to make. 

2. to express the dynamic relationship of Rosh Rashana h and Yom Kippur, 

and of individual prayers to each other by creating a coherent plot 

line that can serve as a m;?taphor for the entire drama of Righ 

Holiday repentance and par don. 

3. to explain the universality of the repentance /pardon plot. 

4. to define and djagram t he relationship between avera and teshuvah . 

5. to describe the categories of sin dealt with 1.n the Yorn Kippur 

confessional. 

6. to explain the value of the plural confession. 

7. to ex~lain the requir ements for full tesruvah. 

8. to recount the legend of the composition of the Ur.etaneh Tokef . 

9. to identify the dominant imagery of the Uoetaneh Tokef, and t o 

explore the meanings below its s urface . 

~1'ER1ALS: 

1. hat or box lar ge enough to contain small pieces of paper. 

2. half sheets of paper, pencils 

3. a book or magazine illustration of an Ansel Adams photogr aph of 

scenP.ry (no buildings or other obvious focal points). 

Ansel Adams, (Hastings on Hudson, N. Y.: Morgan and Morgan , Inc. 
1972) Introduction by Minor White. 

Ansel Adams Photographs of the Sou t hwest, (Bostou, Mass: New York 
Graphic Society , 1976) . 

II 

' 



4. A few cardboard framing mats wi t h windows -

These can be made by the teacher from oak 

tag, or they can be old slides with the 

film removed. 

5. Gates of Repentance for eve r y student 

6. blackboard a nd ch41k 

7. dit toes on the background of Unetaneh Tokef (p. 276) 

8. assignment dittoes: Ethical Wills" (p. 277) 
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D 
9. "Maimonides' Definition of True Repentance," Louis Jacobs, 

~Jewish Theology, (NY: Behrman House , 1973). pp. 240- 249 . (p . 275) 

'rI.ME ALLOTMENT: 

Discovering t he Plot: Three Guided Experiences 

Introspective 15 minutes 

Esthe tic 15 minutes 

Cr eative 15 minutes 

Summar y 

Taking the Plot Seriously 

Understanding the Terminology 

Unetaneh Tokef 

Explain Written As signment 

LESSON PLAN: 

I. Finding the Plo t through Gui<led Experiences 

20 mi'!'lutes 

30 minutes 

15 minutes 

10 minutes 

The teacher explains to the students tha~ the first part of t he 

session will be devoted t o three journeys of thought and feeling . 

At the end of these t hree experiences, they will have some vision 

of the o rganizing action or plo t of the High Holiday worship drama, 

along wi th a sense of their own per sonal connec tion to that drama. 
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11te first experlence will be introspective; the second will be 

esthetic ; the third will be creative. 

Fotential Concern: Adult students approach classroom 
learning with several concerns relating to their self 
image and performance. Predominant among these is the 
need to retain a sense of autonomy and self-direction 
commensurate with adult status. ln taking people 
through apparently unconnected guided experiences 
""ithout having them "freeze up" or get resentful, it 
is important for the teacher to provide some orienta­
tion as to what will happen and what the r esult will 
be . Once this is done, students and teacher can be 
partners, and the students can yield control of the 
proceedings to the teacher until they have reached 
the agreed upon destination. 

A. Introspective Experience 

{The teacher should designate this and the s•ibsequent parts of 

this segment of the session with its label (ie) "This is the 

first experience, the Introspective ~xperience," so that stu-

dents can remain oriented in the lesson at all times.) 

The teacher gives the students half sheets ~f paper and pencils, 

and presents the following problem: 

(1) "If there were one thing in your lif~ that /ou have con-

trol over that you could change to make your life better, 

what would it be? In total confidenti lity write it at 

the top of the paper. '' 

(2) "Write down the reason that you don 't make the change. " 

(3) "Now, at the very bottom of the paper, characterh.e your 

reason in one or two words." 

(4) "Tear off just the words at the bottom of the paper--do 

not put your name on it~and put the piece of paper into 

this box (or hat). These words will be important later 

I 
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in the lesson." (The teache r passes around the box or 

hat. When i t is filled, the teacher puts it aside.) 

B. Esthetic Exper ience 

The teacher shows a picture of an Ansel Adams photo (or a 

photo taken by a comparable artist) , and asks: 

(1) "If you had stood on the spot where Ansel Adams stood, 

in the same l ight , would you have seen this picture?" 

(2) "What is the function of the edge of the photograph?" 

(3) "What makes this photograph art?" 

The students are thus led to the insight that art is the result 

of esthetic choices which impose s tructure and limits on ex-

perience . To t est this generalization , the teacher may give 

the students framing mats cut from cardboard {or blank slide 

holders) and ask them to use che "windows" of these mats as 

viewfinders to compose pleasing "photos" of something in the 

room. {The selectivity imposed by the f r ame instantly changes 

perception.) Students should be en~~uraged to verbalize their 

g~neralization about this experience , because the concepts of 

limits and structure are oasic t < the next experience. 

c. Creative Experience 

(1) The teacher tells the following Storz: 

Two people marry when they ore young. Shortly tbere­
af ter, they have some difficulties, including the 
infidelity and ut ter thoughtlessness of one of the 
partners. So they start to live apart. Now and then 
they speak to one another. The faithful partner main­
tains a fine career as a legislator and judge. The 
other partner experiences the ups and downs of life, 
and occasionally feels alienated and estranged. Despite 
their seµa r ation, the partners see each other on 
holidays and at life cycle events . They don't ever 
divorce. There's always the feeling for both of them 
that someday, perhaps, they ' 11 get back together. 



(2) Discussion 

This story is a situation , not a plot . 

What elements ar e r equired to structure a plot? 

(eg. The ongoing jealousy of a first mate for his 

captain is a situation : the decision of that mate 

to encourage the captain to become suspicious of his 

wife turns the situation into a plot.) 

(a) a specific time frame (limits) 

288 

(b) an event that sets the underlying conflict in motion 

(c) compl ications 

(d) obstacles to overcome 

(e) re.solution 

(Students may suggest some or all of these, or may have 

additional good ideas.) 

(3) The creative challenge 

Both the prophet Hosea and the rabbinic interpretati~n of 

the Song of Songs use marriage as an analogy fo~ the re­

lationship between God and Israel. The students have 

probably r ecognized the same analogy in the S' ?ry of the 

separated couple. Using what they know of the High 

Holiday services, they are to continue the analogy, 

turning the situation of the separated couple (they may 

continue the metaphor, or may work directly with God/ 

Israel or with God/ t he individual) into a plot with a 

specific time frame, complication, obstacles gnd 

resolut ion. The class may work as a ~hole group or in 

pairs . Once the task is explained , this part of the 

II 



exercise should take about ten minutes. It should be 

made clear that the plot of estrangement (sin), 

repentance and reunion applies to both God/the 

individual Jew and God/Israel. 

(4) Summary 
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(a) Once the plot has been created (or several different 

plot ideas have been suggested by pairs of students, 

the students record their own versions of the "plot" 

on the "Plot Summary" page of the Playbill. 

(b) The teacher then asks what otstacles the students 

thought of for the characters t o overcome in the plot. 

The teacher then suggests that the class has already 

identified the real obstacles in the High Holiday 

drama. These are the words on the pieces of paper 

in the box or hat . With che class' permission, the 

teacher reads the contents . 

II. Taking the Plot Seriously: 

A. Open Discussion: Dealing with Feelings. 

The teacher initiates discussion 1-rith the question: \:e now 

understand the plot of t he High Holiday drama. Do we take it 

seriously? If we go through the motions, but don ' t ever take 

it seriously , why not? What impeces us? If we do take it 

seriously , what makes it work for us? 

B. Teacher Summa~: Lecture. 

Thr ee factors make the plot of the High Holidays deeply serious : 

(1) Adults do change and grow. No 1ndividual is finished and 

sealed at age 21 . Whether or not a pe~son achieves a 



flash of insight at services, High Holiday worship is a 

ritual acknowledgement of a very real process of adult 

growth and renewal. 

(2) The Viddui doesn ' t mention anything specifically Jewish . 

It is a univer sal document . The f l aws and failings that 

~E confess on Yom K.ippur are an accurate description of 

the human condition. Wheo we pray on the High Holidays, 

in our crowded synagogues, with all the distractions 

around us~what ~e are talking about, at least in our 

confession, is what it means to be human. 

' 3) High Holiday liturgy is universal in another way. Israel 

is a real entity , a p rticular people. But Israel is also 

a symbolic char~cter . Israel stands for all unredeemed 

humanity~exiled from its bette r self, scattered, sinning, 

spiritually lost, but capable of redem~tion. The following 

is a very Jewish s t or y--but it is not about Israel alone: 

(read Gates of Repentance, p . 24h, 056) . 

III. Understanding the Special Terminology of the Plot 

Just as one cannot understand Macbeth wi • 'tout knowing the full 

meaning of "kingship" fo r the Elizabethan mind, so one cannot fully 

understand the plot of the High Holidays without knowing the mean-

lng of "sin" and "repentance" in Jewish terms. 

A. Init ial Definition -------
The teacher asks the s tudents for their definitions of sin and 

repentance. 

The teacher asks the s tudents if they know the Hebrew words for 

sin and repent~nce. (The work teshuvah is widely known from 
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the liturgy; the word averah, accented differently, should 

be readily known to speaker s of Yiddish.) 

B. ~!.!:!:!. (Look a t: Viddui Zuta and Viddui Rabba, pp. 269-272) 

(1) What is the mood of the first paragnph , p . 269? 

(2) What three synonyms for sin appear at the end of that 

paragraph? 

These terms are the subdivision of the category averah: 

lJNCJn N(Jn unwitti ng offecce 

lJ"l'J/ l1) .Y deed of insolence 

lJY\1/::l YVJ ~ outright rebellion 

The category of aver ah can be diagrammed in this way: 

·--~) GOD 

Averah means tu ming away, tumi.ng asid.:: f r om God and from 

God's expectations fer human conduct. If averah means 

turning away from God, how would ~"e label the arrow that 

points ~rd God? (~esnuvah) 

(3) Read the Viddui ~· How would o~ characterize these 

sins? (Student responses should be supplemented by the 

teacher so that all the material below is covered.) 

(a) they are a distortion of good mental hea!th and 

wholeness (a negation of the Bebrew root o',\J./ ). 

(b) they al.'e just the sins ""e recognize most clearly in 

others . .. we need to be re~indcd thal they are also 

our own. 

I 
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(c) they are not sins between people and God, but sins 

against the self, against loved ones, against other 

people. They are the petty sins of daily life. 

(d) The ref e re, why the llcrostic? (Turn to p. 327: "an 

alphabet of \.·oe . ") 

(4) Why does JudaiSlll prescrib~ a ~lural confession? Student 

re~~onses should be supplementeci by th~ teacner so that 

all the materi3l below is covered: 

(ll) we are responsible for the moral state of the com­

munity (we are r .?sponsible fo r the moral growth of 

our children) ; everyone interacts with other people . 

(b) according to Maimonides, "It is very praiseworthy for 

the penitent sinner to confess his sins in public, 

informing others of the offenses he has conunittcd 

against his neigh~out, saying t o them: 'Verily, I 

have sinned again~t So-and-so ar.d have done such­

and-such to hiJn but now I am sorry and I ~epent.' 

Whoever is too proud to confess his sins to others 

but keeps t "1em to himself i s not a true penitent." 

(Louis Jacobs, A Jewish Theology, New York: Behrman 

House , 1973, p. 249) 

(c) ·<.he teacher and the class may want to elaborate on 

the possible psychologi~al advantages that they see 

in plural confess ion. 

C. Teshuvah {Texts: Selichot pray~rs, pp. 276-77, 331-2) 

l . Maimonides' traditional definition of true repentance is 

quoled in Gates of Repentance on p. 268: 

• 



What is genuine repentance? When an opportunity 
for transgression occurs and we resist it, not out 
of £ear or weakness, but because we have repented. 

2. Application 

(a) the teacher asks the students to think of examples 

of "genuine repentance" 

(b) the tea~her reads to the class the example that 

Maimonides himself provides : (Jacobs, pp. 248-9 ; 

quoted here, p. 275) 

3. Contemporary Imagery 

The teacher asks n :aders to reitd aloud the contemporary 

Selichot prayer s on pp. 276-7, 331-2 GOR) 

How are these poems similar ? What is the imagery of 

human failure? What imagery indicates a turning toward 

God? Is this a universal image? What other kinds of 

images might be used for the hc~ling and hope that 

accompany teshuvah? 

IV. Confronting the Imagery of Unetaneh Tok.~f (pp. 106-110 GOR) 

A. Preliminary Introduction 

The t eacher should make sure that everyone understands the 
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r eference to the ~egend of this prayer' s composicion on p. 106 GOR. 

("The Background of Uoetaneh Tokef," (p. 276), can be duplicated 

and dislributed to the c lass.) 

B. Identifying the Imagery 

What images dominate this poem? 

For how many people in the c lass are the images of this poem 

the dominant image& of the High Holiday liturgy? 
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Potential blockage: For many people, these images 
dominate the High Holidays to such an extent that 
when these indivi.duals become coo sophis ticated for 
such literalism, they feel they've altogether out­
grown the High Holidays. The task here is to outgrow 
the Sunday School level of comprehension , and move on 
to an adult understanding of this poetry. The first 
s t ep is co identify and acknowledge the problem: 
(ie) "Ther e are many people who were brought up to 
think that on Rosh Hashanah God opened a great big 
book in the sky, and that on Yom Kippur God recorded 
their fortunes fo r the year and closed the book. If 
and when we stop believing that story, what happens 
to our view of the liigb Holidays?" 

C. Moving ~onci Literalism 

(1) Why does "the book of our days" bear the "signature of 

ew~ry human being?" Why would God need a book? Is it 

because God needs an aide memoire , or because we place 

the signa:ure of our deeds in concr ete reality? 

(2) What is t he "still small voice?" 

(3) On page 311, the stern and hopeful c:iecrees for the comlng 

year are transformed into metaphor~ of inner life. 

What i s the message of this transforma tion? 

D. Summary 

Des pi te all the t hings that happen to us that we cannot con trol, 

the painful message of this prayer i s cha we are responsible 

for our own lives . 

\ . Wri tten Assi&11ment 

The written assignment for the cour se is t o use the ethiczl precepts 

implicit throughout the f.onfessional and Sel ichot prayers (pp . 269-

279, 324- 337) to const r uct individual e t hical wi lls . The assignment 

sheet (p. 277) con ta ins an explanation of ethical wills and in-

sl r uctions . 
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Appenrlj~ to Session IV 

A Definition of Tru~ Repentance 

from Maimonides ' (1135-1204) Yad Ra-Hazakah (The Strong Band), 
a Code, written in Hebrew: 

"What constitutes true repentance? If the sinner has the oppor-

tunity of committing once again th~ sinful act and it is qui te possible 

for him to repeat it and yet he refrains f r om so doing because he has 

repented- - fo r example , a man cohabited unlawfully with a woman and after 

a time found himself alone with her again and te still loves her and is 

still as healthy as ever and i t takes place in the same province in which 

he had previously sinned wi th her and yet he r ef rains f r om r epeating the 

transgression--he is a true penitent . . . But if he only r epents when he 

is old and when he is no longer in any event able t o do what he had done 

pr eviously , even t hough this hardly qualifies a s the bes t form or r e-

pentance, yet i t is s t ill effect.ive and he is consider ed t o be a penitent . 

Even one who had sinned all his days but repen ted on the day of his death 

so that he died in a state of repentance , all his sins are pardoned . .. 

What is repentance? It is that the sinneH relinquishes his sin, removing 

it from his thoughts and r esolv ing never to do it again ... and he should 

feel remor se for his past misdeeds .•. so that the One who knows all the 

heart ' s secrets can testify that never again will he commit the sin. II 

Louls Jacobs , ~ Jewist Theology, 
(New York: Behrman House , 1973), 
pp. 248-249. 



Appendix tc Session IV 

The Background £f Une taneh Tokef 

Ne one knows exactly who composed this prayer, but the legend 

regarding its composition is one of th~ best known stories about 

our liturgy: 

ln the 10th century, Rabbi Amnon of Mayence (Mainz), a wealthy 

scholar and leader of the Jewish community, was repeatedly pressured 

by the Bishop of Mayence to convert to Christianity. Finally , Amnon 

wearied and asked for three days to consider the Bishop's request. He 

spent the next three days in such guilty despair, that he failed to 

appear on the appoioled day. He ~as arrested. Pleading guilty, he 

begged that his tongue be cu t out for not having rejected the Bishop ' s 

proposal without hesitation. 

Instead, the Bishop had his men cut off .".:!'loo's legs (which had 

not orought him to his appointment on time) anci a·:ms. It hap;>ened to 

be the morning of Rosh Aashanah. Dying of his ~ounds, Am.non begged to 

be carried to the synagogue . He inte r rupted the serv~ce just as the 

congregation was r eciting the Kedushat ha yom of the Tefilah. Am.non 

asked fo r a brief pause in the service. On the spot , he composed the 

Unetaneh Tokef prayer. As the last words were on his lips, he died. 

Three days later, R. Amnon appeared jn a dream to the foremost 

litur gical poet of !:he time , Kalonymos b. Meshullam, and taught hiru 

the poem-

296 
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Appendix to Session IV 

Ethical Wills 

Written Assignment: Due Next Session * 

Using the ethical precepts implicit throughout the Confessional 
and Selichot prayers (pp. 269- 279;324- 337), construct an ethical 
will addressed to your childr en or t o a hypothetical younger 
generation. Among the topics that you might want to write clauses 
about are : Jewish identity , learning, responsibilities in the 
Jewish community, responsibil~ ties to the world community, 
synagogue affiliation, religious observance, personal ethics, 
business ethics, and human relationships. 

Background : 

The ethical will was a popular Jewish literary form from the Middle 

ages through the 18th century. Written in the fortr of a testament from 

parent to child (customarily father to son , with each paragraph headed 

the phrase, "My son"). the will would set forth the paren~' s basic 

practical teachings on morals and behavior. 

Perh~ps the earliest extant Hebrew ethical will is attcibuted to 

Solomon ibn Gabirol, and is called "ThP. Gate of the Cor.unandment of the 

Scholar to His Son." This will, wr itten in Arabi , , was translated into 

Hebrew by Judah ibn Tibbon, who later addressed his o~'t\ ethical will to 

his son , Samuel (translator from Arabic to Hebrr of Maimonides' Guide 

_££~Perplexed) . Ibo Tibbon ' s will is somewhat unusual in that it is 

introduced and concluded by poems, r efers to details of family life, 

de~ignating brides and bridegrooms fo r the children, and offP.rs specific 

reproof for Samuel ibn Tib~on ' s faults. 

* The teacher will have to return these papers by mail as soon as 

possible after the last session. Grades are not appropriate for this 

assignment, but margin noces and end conunents are in order. 

• 



From the 13th century on, ethical wills became a customary prac­

tice within certain families , and during the 16th and 17th centuries, 

ethical wills were prevalent among the leading Jewish families of 

Eas tern Europe. 
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More information on ethical wills can be found in the Encyclopedia 

Judaica , Volume 16, pp. 530-1). 



SESSION V 

TIIE SUBPLOT: WHAT MAKES THE DRAMA JEWISH? 

AIMS: 

1. t o organize previously learned information abou ~ Jewish history 

along a timeline . 

2. to observe and discuss the ways in which ot he r class members 

organize their views of Jewish his tory. 

3. to analyse the cont r as t ing sequences of incidents that form the 

liturgical histories of th~ Jewish peopl e as presented in the 

traditional mahzor and Gates of Repentance. 
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4. to compare the sequence of incidents es tablished by c lass agr eement 

(and therefore represe.,tative ~f the c lass ' version of Jewish 

history) with t he liturgical version of histor y i~ ~ of 

Repentance . 

5. to articulate the organizing principles that guided t he sel ection of 

incidents in the liturgical versions of history in the t r aditional 

mahzor and in Cates of Repentance. 

6. to review the work of the course, summarizing both the information 

gained and the personal applicaticn of t •at information . 

7. to evaluate the degree to which personal study goals were accomplished 

during the course . 

MATERIALS : 

1. strong cord stre tch~d across the front or side of the classroom. At 

one end of the cord is a sign: "Creation." At the opposite end is 

a sign: "Redemption." Near the Redemption sign is a third sign: 

"Now." The signs a r e pinned t o the cord with paper cl ips . 

2. a package of pape..- clips and a package of 1.ndex cards (3 x 5) 

• 
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). magic markers f~r every student 

4. s taple r 

5. blackboar d and chalk 

6. copies of Gates of Repentance for the class 

7. copies of Philip Birnbaum's High Holiday Prayer Book (N.Y . : Hebrew 

Publishing Co., 1951) or any comparable traditional Hebrew/English 

mahzor~or Xerox copies of BirnbaUia, pp . 812- 830; 838-844 (Avodah 

and "Ten Martyrs," English only), for half the class. 

8. record or tape of cantorial rendition of Hineni , ~ mima ' ash . 

9. ditto copies of Evaluation sheet (p. 286-287) 

TIME ALLOTMENT: 

Introduction and Statement of Pcrpose 10 minutes 

First Selection of Inc idents 20 minutes 

Second Selection 20 minutes 

Avodah 

Group work 20 minutes 

Discussion 20 minutes 

Summary and Evaluation 

Writing the Critic's Review 15 minutes 

Evaluation Form 15 minutes 

LESSON PLAN: 

I. Introduction and Statement of Purpose (Lecture with some questions) 

There are twO intersecting plots i~ the Righ Holiday Drama . The 

main plot has to do with communal and individual repentance . The 

second plot is about God ' s relationship to humanity, and especially 

to Israel, beginning with the first words of the Torah , and ending 

with a future redemption that brings all humankind under God's rule. 

; ./ ..-n 
• ..... UltlOtt t:OU ref 
~ lflSlfT\,IT! ": O~\ •t:•n• 

-
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Questions: 

How do t he t"..ro plots interac t ? (Student answers will summarize 

their ! earning from the last sessi.on . ) 

Bow can a story that encompasses all of human history, with a 

special emphasis on all of Jewish his tory , fit within the cover s 

of a prayerbook? 

There must have been a rigorous editing process to produce the 

kind of narrative that would be useful for worsh ip purposes. 

What we have in the mahzor is not all of Jewish history 

abbr eviated• but a special ~·gical history. It is a sacred 

myth of Jewish peoplehood that answers these ques t ions: 

how did our world begin , how did our people begin, what 

episodes shaped our pe~ple 1 s special char acter, and what is 

our people's special mission? 

Purpose of the Lesson: 

The purpose of this sessiou is to ex.o.mine the liturgical history 

outlined in the mahzor, and to de~~ce from it the pr i nciples by 

which it was constructed . 

II. Organizing Histor y 

The first task is for the studen t s to determine how they have 

already select ed and organized their own knowledge of Jewish his':o~· · 

A. ~ Select i on 

(1) A timeline is s trung across the classroom, with signs on 

it indicating "Creation" at one end , "Redemption" at the 

opposite end, and "Now" 3/4 of the way across. 

(2) The teacher gives each student magic markers and three 

index cards, and asks the student s t o write down on the 

-



cards three crucial events in Jewish history from 

Creation to the present. (For the purpose of this 

exercise, Bible stories befora Abraham a r e to be con­

sidered part of Jewish histor y.) 
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(3) In groups of three , students hang their car ds on the 

timeline with paper clips (with the rest of the class 

and the teacher monitoring accuracy of placement and 

spacing). Duplicates are to be stapled to the bottoms 

of hanging car ds , so that the class can see which items 

were most popular. 

(4) The class discusses the duplications and the balance of 

the events selected (did everyone write "Sinai" or 

"Hclocaus t ?11
). 

B. Second Selection 

(1) Students receive three more carao apiece, and write on 

them more events that have not appeared so far (a name 

of a great personality can be ~onsidcred s horthand indica­

tion of that per son ' s historical mili~u, lifework and 

contribution) . 

(2) Repeat the placement and discussion procedures. 

Ill. The Avodah Prayer 

A. Background (Lecture) 

There are Allusions to Jewish history throughout the mahzor, 

and to trAce them al l is an impossible task for a l imited c l ass 

period . However, there is one long prayer in the~ which 

does present a coherent story of Jewish history f r om the time 

of Creation. This prayer is Arnitz Koah--an intricate piyyut 

-
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by R. Meshullam b. Ka1onymus (Italy and Mainz , d. 1020). 

Because Kalonymus l eans heavi l y on the account given i n the 

Mishnah (Yoma) of the preparation of the High Priest fo r Yom 

Kippur worship , this part of the Yom Kippur service has 

traditionally been called the Avodah, which means "ritual 

wor ship. " (c.f. the song "Al shloshah devarim" which some 

students might know.) 

B. Timelines of ~ Avodah Prayers (Group Work) 

( 1) The teacher asks half the c lass to read the Gat es of 

Repentance Avodah, pp. 4:0- 447, and half the class to 

r ead t he t raditional Avodah and Ten Martyrs sections in 

Birnbaum pp. 812-830, 838- 844. (Becaus~ the ~ of 

Repentance Avodah. secti,on incorporates materia l selected 

from El eh Ezker~h , the piyyut recountin& the suffering 

of the ten great cabb1nir martyrs of the Hadrianic per­

secution , both groups will need to con~ider the martyr ology 

passages along with t he Avodah prayer.) 

(2) The ceacrer asks each group to construct a timeline on 

paper reflecting the selection and organization of mdter ial 

in the prayers that they are reading. Members of the 

gr oups may elect to work individually or to cooperate 

wit~~ their groups with oral readers, discussion and a 

secretar y. (Allow 20 minutes . ) 

(3) The readers of the traditional mahzor describe what tney 

have read and r eport their timeline conclusions. A group 

~ember ~~pies their t imeline on th~ board so that it is 

available for compar ison with the class ' timeline . 

(4) The readers of Gates cf Repentance make a s i milar r eport. 

-
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C. Principles of Selection (Discussion) 

(1) There are a nun:ber of possible organi~ing principles of 

selection that might have guided the authors of both the 

t~aditional and the contemporary mahzors: 

a) Cod guides Jewish history 

b) Jews are the chosen people 

c) Jews have survived for a reason 

d) Humanity is progressing toward the light. 

(2) Given the evidence of the class' reading, which of these 

principles guided the composition of the traditional 

Avodah? What other principles might apply? 

(3) What principles guided the composition of the ~ of 

Repentance Avodah? What other principles might apply? 

IV. Summary and Evaluation of the Course 

A. Introduction 

Because this course offers an intense experience whtch calls 

forth many personal responses, a ~ummary experience and dis­

cussion are desirable . 

B. Method 

(1) The teacher asks the students to r ead the translation of 

the R~ prayer p. 19, and points out che similar 

prayer on p. 247. What i& the function of these prayers? 

The prayers expr ess the reader's state of readiness 

to lead the High Holiday service, and the reader's 

intent in offering prayer. 

(2) As a result of participating i n this cour se, the students 

have acquired a ne1.· state of readiness for High Holiday 



worship, and perhaps a new understanding of thei r own 

intent in prayer. 
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(3) The teacher asks the students to l ook over the Playbill, 

and to think for a short time abcut what they have 

learned about themselves, their Jewish identity , and 

the High Holiday liturgy. 

(4) After allowing a brief period for reflection, the teacher 

notes that it is customary for dramas to be r eviewed. 

The teacher asks the students t o compose headlines and 

lead paragraphs for their own "Critic ' s Reviews" of the 

High Holiday drama. While people a r e writing, the 

t eacher may play a record or tape of a cantorial rendition 

of hineni he'ani mima ' ash . 

(5) Students read cheir reviews out l oud. 

(6 ) The teacher supplements thi s sUI!llWlry process by giving 

the students the Evalua tion (p. 2136 ) for in-class 

completion. 



1. 

2. 

3. 

306 

AppenJix for Session V 

Evaluati.Jn 

Please ra te~ of Repentance as a wor k of l itur g)' : 

Satisfies Doesn 't satisfy 
I ntensely at all 

depth of 
concern 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 0 

meets per sonal 
needs 10 9 8 7 6 s 4 3 2 l 0 

expr esses 
Jewish 
values 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 0 

poetry 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 0 

Please rate Gates of Repen~ as a text en Jeuish identity: 

Very expressive and 
helpful in clarifying Not a t all 

issues r elated to _!!illhl_ 

Jewish 
identity 10 9 8 7 6 s 4 3 2 1 0 

The mental model of worship as drama 1.·as helpful to me in the following 

ways: 

L could see worship as an inte raction between two charact ers. 

__ I could understand the progress ' '>n of the pl ot of pe>':::>ona l 

repentance. 

I could trace the subplot of Israel ' s movement toward redemption. 

I realized that the congregation was both audience and pa r ticipant. 

Which of the insights above or what other aspect of the draina model 
was most helpful to you and why? 
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If you felt that the model w2s not helpful, or that some other model 
would have been more useful, please explain: 

h . The main goal t set fo r myself for this coursP. was: 

I accomplished/did not accomplish this goal. (Please explain. ) 

5. The most interesting thing I learned about Q_~ of Repentance was: 

6. The most significant thing I Learned about myself was: 

7. ow do you think you might r elate t o High Holiday services differently 
next time you sit through them? 

Additional Conunents: (ls there anything eJse that you would like to say 
or explair. furthe r th ~t this Evaluation Form doesn 't 
ask for?) 

.. 
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