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G-d as Shepherd and G-d as Parent: A study of Biblical Metaphors and Their Influence
on Jewish Liturgy and Folk Music.

The goal of this thesis was to explore the biblical metaphors of G-d as Shepherd
and G-d as Parent and discuss the influence of these images on Jewish liturgy and folk
music. Through an explanation of societal norms of the biblical world, this project
presents a study of the attributes that depict G-d as Shepherd and G-d as Parent, and
reflects on how these metaphors have influenced theological understandings through
Jewish liturgy and cuitural expression.

This thesis is divided into four chapters with detailed subsections as listed in the
table of contents. A general overview of these chapters is as follows: 1) Introduction to
the topic of metaphor and relevant scholarship on the use of metaphor in religious
language and biblical text. 2) The development of the shepherd metaphor in the Bible and
portrayal of G-d as Shepherd in biblical, liturgical and musical sections. 3) The
development of the metaphor of G-d as Parent in biblical, liturgical and musical
selections. Sections of this chapter are separately designated in the study of G-d as Father
and G-d as Mother.

In the research of this project, I consulted biblical texts, works of biblical

commentaries with particular emphasis on the study of specific metaphors in the Bible,
Weekday, Shabbat and High Holiday Prayerbooks of the liberal and traditional
movements of Judaism, liturgy commentaries, and musical scores among many other
sources. As [ complete this Masters Thesis, I extend great thanks to my advisor Dr.
Andrea Weiss, not only for her personal contributions to my research, but also for her
time, dedication, expertise and interest in this project. I also thank the faculty members of
the School of Sacred Music who have supported, encouraged and guided me through
these years at Hebrew Union College.

In conclusion, I owe a great deal of gratitude to my parents, Rabbi Mark and

Alice Lipson, and Dan Sklar, whose encouragement, love and support throughout this

this last year has been invaluable to my success on this project.




G-d as Shepherd and G-d as Parent: A Study of Biblical Metaphors and Their Influence
on Jewish liturgy and Folk Music.
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G-d as Shepherd and G-d as Parent: A Study of Biblical Metaphors and Their
Influence on Jewish Liturgy and Folk Music.

Chapter 1: Introduction
Throughout Jewish history, the sacred texts contained in the Tanakh define our

everlasting covenant with G-d and inform the way we have viewed our relationship with
G-d throughout the ages. In biblical texts, the prolific use of metaphor attempts to define
G-d and G-d’s relationships according to human experience. Thus, the most widely used
metaphors for G-d in the bible stress anthropomorphic images of G-d including G-d as
King, G-d as Warrior, and G-d as Husband of Israel. In particular, the metaphors of G-d
as Shepherd, Father and Mother stem from the most basic observations of the human
experience during the biblical period: human existence focusing upon the role of intimate
familial relationships and agrarian culture.

In this project, I intend to explore the biblical metaphors of G-d as Shepherd, and
G-d as Parent and discuss the influence of these images on Jewish liturgy and folk music.
Through an explanation of societal norms of the biblical world, this project will present a
study of the attributes that depict G-d as Shepherd and G-d as Parent, and reflect on how
these metaphors have influenced theological understandings through Jewish liturgy and

cultural expression.

A. Historical Background on the Study of Metaphor

The study of the use of metaphor as figurative language dates back almost two

thousand years to the period of Aristotle. The word metaphor deriving for the Greek

translation, “to carry over” was articulated by Aristotle as the use of one term to define
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another through analogy. In The Art of Rhetoric, he extols the value of rhetorical speech

in its ability to ornament a subject, to contribute to stylistic amplitude, and to produce
vividness.' In this work, Aristotle asserts that the use of metaphor involves bringing
clarity to unfamiliar subject through a vivid subject.

Proliferating many works on the subject of metaphor and other forms of figurative
language, Aristotle greatly influenced iater uses of the term of metaphor referring to both
various forms of poetic language and to the poetic language itself. Due to Aristotle’s
propensity to define metaphor in several ways, confusion and difficuities in

understanding this form have characterized subsequent discussion on the topic. It is due

to this confusion that scholars and philosophers hence have argued over how exactly to
define a metaphor.

While Aristotle clearly thought of the metaphor as a rhetorical device employed
through a distinct word replaced by another word, scholars in the twentieth century began
to question the simplicity of Aristotle’s theory and suggest that the key to understanding
metaphor was in the unpacking of a complete metaphorical thought. Although Aristotle
appreciated the importance of metaphor, he considered the use of it genius rather than an
intrinsic way that human communication works. This indicates that he saw it as simply a
thetoric devise in which one word could be substituted to mean another. Later scholars
insisted that Aristotle’s treatment of metaphor was imprecise because it demotes the use

of metaphor to a mere rhetoric devise rather than the basic vehicle which allows people to

! Aristotle, The Art of Rhetoric, trans. H.C. Lawson- Tancred (New York: Penguin, 1991), 220- i

239.




communicate with each other. Since Aristotle, a vast quantity of scholarship has been
written about metaphor.

In the 1930’s, lecturer and writer, I.A. Richards established foundational
principles for the theory of language and rhetoric. In his major work, The Philosophy of
Rhetoric, Richards argues that it is impossible to access raw ideas alone, but rather,
insists that we must deal with words as a separate entity because words are the basis of
human communication. In his study of the use of figurative language, Richards’
important contributions to the practical use of metaphor included the designation of the
two main components of metaphor- the tenor and vehicle. The vehicle is a medium
through which something is expressed, and the tenor is the concept or object that is being
described. Thus, Richards designation of these components of metaphor help to clarify
biblicali metaphors that define G-d as a certain image or figure. Using Richards’
language, G-d is the tenor and the defining image functions as the vehicle.

Further developing the work of I. A. Richards, in the early 1960’s Max Black’s
literary analysis in his book Models and Metaphors: Studies in Language and Philosophy
presents three major innovations in the technical workings of metaphor. These three
categories: The interactive view of metaphor, The system of associated commonplaces

- and filtering stress the importance of contextual examination of a metaphor not only
through the interplay of the images in the metaphor within the text, but also through a
greater understanding of its cultural, social and emotional context. . Particularly relevant
to this study, Black’s concept of “associated commonplaces” presents the notion that

there are accepted cultural norms and behaviors associated with the “vehicle” of any

2 Max Black, Models, 25-47.




given metaphor. *In the study of biblical metaphors of G-d, associated commonplaces of
the image presented determine its relevance and applicability to G-d. Several literary
scholars have echoed this argument by stressing the importance of understanding a
metaphor through its context.

In his book, The Structure of Metaphor, Roger White argues that “the key to
understanding the way a metaphor works is to understand the way words have been
combined in a metaphorical sentence.™ It is clear that for the purpose of the analysis of
biblical metaphor, scholars who encouraged investigation into the text as a whole unit
with unique historical and cultural context made great contributions to understanding of
these metaphors.

In 1980, George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s Metaphors We Live By bridged the
gap between a purely literary or philosophical investigation of metaphor, and the
application of metaphor religious texts. The central theme in this book attests to the fact
that human understanding and communication is fundamentally metaphorical in nature.
Therefore, relating to of the topic of the use of metaphor in describing G-d and G-d’s
characteristics, Lakoff and Johnson assert that “metaphor is one of our most important
tools for trying to comprehend partially what we can not comprehend totally: our

- feelings, aesthetic experiences, moral practices and spiritual awareness.”

3 Max Black, Models and Metaphors: Studies in Language and Philosophy, (Ithaca, Ny: Cornell
University Press, 1962} 40.
Roger White, The Structure of Metaphor,( Cambridge, Ma: Blackwell Publishers Inc., 1996} 57.

5 George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, The Metaphors We Live By,(Chicago: Chicago University
Press, 1980) 193.




B. The Study of Metaphor in a Religious Context

The role of metaphor in religious language, has, for some time, been a source of
contention among theologians and scholars. Reacting to the dismissal of metaphoric
language as an inaccurate, ornamental literary tool, the scholarship of Lakoff and Johnson
argue that metaphorical language used in religious texts can no longer be discarded as
imprecise or ornamental, and must be examined as a critical part of the text itself.

In her book entitled Metaphorical Theology, Sallie McFague echoes the sentiment
of Lakoff and Johnson stating that metaphor is “evident in all fields and at the most basic
level of their understanding and conceptuality.”® As McFague asserts, human beings see
the world through metaphor. Therefore, metaphor is not only a linguistic devise that is
used in prose and poetry, it is also central to the world of social, mathematical, and
natural sciences, and philosophy. In her research, McFague uses these central themes as a
springboard for the discussion of the use of metaphor in religious language. Rooted in
Christian theology, McFague uses biblical examples of metaphors of G-d not only to
describe the nature of G-d in the text , but also to suggest direction for the human
relationship with G-d through theological exploration. Her most significant and
noteworthy contribution in this work is her discussion of the image of “G-d the friend”,
where she explores the metaphor of “G-d the friend” in biblical texts and asserts the
critical value of this metaphor along with all other “root metaphors” for a feeling of

connectedness to G-d. ’

¢ Sallie McFague, Metaphorical Theology: Models of G-d in Religious Language (Fortress Press:
Philadelphia, 1982) 35.

7 Sally McFague, Metaphorical Theology, 177-194,
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In the book, Metaphor and Religious Language, Janet Martin Soskice
investigates the origins and use of metaphor, she discusses of the use of metaphor in
communicating theological reality.® In an examination of biblical texts from a Christian
perspective, Soskice asserts that the metaphor of G-d in biblical texts can be used to both
recall experiences of the past and interpret our relationship with G-d today. In her study,
Soskice suggests three categories or theories of metaphor that can be used to interpret
metaphor in religious text. These include: 1) Substitution theory: metaphor is a flowery
way of saying something else; 2) Emotive Theory: metaphor is not original in what it
says but rather in what emotional impact it has on the reader or object of the metaphor; 3)
Cognitive Theory: metaphor says things in a way that they must be communicated
because there is only one way to say them.’ These theories are particularly useful in

unpacking metaphors in both religious and biblical texts.
C. Review of Significant Scholarship of the Study of Metaphor in the Bible

Despite the vast amount of research on the philosophy, use, and effect of
metaphor, the literature on metaphor in the Bible is more limited. However, there a few

scholars who have contributed greatly to the field of the use of poetic and figurative

" language in the Bible.

One of several modern studies on the topic of rhetoric of the bible, G.B. Caird
devotes a chapter of his book The Language and Imagery of the Bible to the use of

metaphor in the Bible and suggests that metaphor is used in almost all references to G-d

; Janet Marin Soskice, Metaphor and Religious Language { Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985)
Ibid., 24.




in the Bible.' In an article entitled “The Metaphorical Mapping of G-d in the Hebrew
Bible,” Marc Brettler argues that there should be a systematic characterization of distinct
categories of metaphor in the Bible.'" In the conclusion of his article, Brettler hopes that
his study will generate further interest in the study of the topic of metaphor in the bible as
he asserts that this is a highly underdeveloped area of biblical scholarship. Brettler further
examines one of these “root” metaphors of G-d in the Bible in great detail in his book

G-d is King, and seeks to fully develop this predominant Israelite metaphor.'* In a
significant work entitled Biblical Ambiguities, the author, David Aaron ponders the role
and purpose of metaphor in the Bible and discusses the implications of the ambiguity of
G-d in these metaphors."

In the wake of recent trends of feminist scholarship addressing the much
neglected role of women in the Hebrew Bible, there has been added interest in the study
of both masculine and feminine metaphors of G-d in the Bible. In studying the images of
G-d as both father and mother, and the surrounding societal implications of these
metaphors, several scholars including Katherine Pfisterer Darr,' Sarah J. Dille,"® Andrea

Weiss,'S Phillis Trible,'” and Helen- Schungel Straumann'® have made invaluable

' G.B. Caird, The Language and imagery of the Bible, ( Philadelphia, Pa: Westminster, 1980)

" Marc Brettler, “ The Metaphorical Mapping of G-d in the Hebrew Bible.” Religions and
Discourse: Volume 1. Metaphor, Canon and Community: Jewish, Christian and Islamic Approaches,
( Bern: Peter Lang AG, European Academic Publishers, 1999), 219-232.

12 Marc Brettler, G-d is King: Understanding an Israelite Metaphor, ( Sheffield, England:
Sheffield Academic Press, 1989)

' David Aaron, Biblical Ambiguities: Metaphor, Semantics and Divine Imagery (Leiden; Boston:
Brill Academic Publishers, inc., 2002)

14 Katherine Pfisterer Darr, ** Like Warrior, Like Woman: Destruction and deliverance in Isaiah
42:10-17,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 49 ( October 1987), 564.

1% Sarah J. Dille, Mixing Metaphor: G-d as Mother and Father in Deutero- Isaiah (New York:
T&T Clark Intemational, 2004)

16 Andrea L. Weiss, “Female Imagery in the Book of Isaiah.”(CCAR Journal, Winter 1994)

7 Phyllis Trible, G-d and the Rhetoric of Sexuality (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978)




contributions to my research. These scholars contend that feminine and masculine
metaphors of G-d provide a unique insight into the text’s literary and cultural context,
and examine gender roles in the Bible from their cultural perspective.

Among the most debated issues in the study of metaphors of G-d in the Bible
remains the question of whether or not metaphorical images are reliable. A thread of
commonality of the research among linguistic scholars attests to the imprecise nature of
figurative language. The question arises, “ How then, can we trust a metaphor of G-d for

theological understanding?” Bible scholar Leland Ryken addresses this point. He writes:

Are images of G-d reliable? Because G-d has set up the creation in a
way that provide correspondence of some kind between human and
divine realities and has established language as the vehicle through
which this primarily takes place, images of G-d are basically reliable.
The basis for this lies in the Bible’s insistence that there is a close
identification, indeed intrinsic coherence between what G-d says and
what G-d does."*

In his understanding of biblical metaphors of G-d, Ryken may acknowledge the

limitations of language, but he argues that language is the essential vehicle by which we
can attest to a human relationship with G-d. Therefore, metaphorical language is the best
way for human beings to achieve insight into the true nature of G-d.

Bible scholar Phillis Trible argues that all figurative language must be thoroughly

examined within its context to determine its value of interpreting “truth”. She observes:

To appropriate the metaphor of a Zen sutra, poetry is “like a finger
pointing to the moon.” It is a way to see the light that shines in
darkness, a way to participate in transcendent truth and to embrace

% Helen Schungel- Straumann, “G-d as Mother in Hosea 11.” A Feminist Companion to the Latter
Prophets, Athalya Brenner, ed. ( Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995)

** Leland Ryken, “ G-d”, Dictionary of Biblical Imagery. Leland Ryken, James C Wiihoit,
Tremper Longman II1, eds. (Intervarsity Press: Downers Grove, IL}), 335.




reality. To equate the finger with the moon or to acknowledge the
finger and not perceive the moon is to miss the point.2’
In this statement, Trible suggests that in order to truly understand the nature of
G-d in a biblical text one must analyze poetic language from a balanced point of view.
We cannot assume that the language we use as human beings has absolute relevance in
G-d’s realm, nor can we dismiss it as completely irrelevant. Rather, metaphorical
language provides us with the vehicle for understanding G-d through human realities.
Pursuing the topic of biblical metaphors from different angles, the aforementioned
scholars have contributed greatly to my research on the topic. Despite the differences in
the content and scope of their individual studies, all of these scholars recognize the
importance and prevalence of metaphors of G-d in the Bible. In our constant attempt to
understand G-d, figurative language gives us the ability to ascribe characteristics to G-d
that we are familiar with in our own language. Thus, in the Bible, metaphor is used in
many circumstances allowing for a deeper understanding of every-day dialogue to further
theological reflection. If we are presented with and are able to analyze a tangible
metaphor of G-d we can thus utilize our experience with the metaphor to deepen

theological understanding.

% Phyllis Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, Overtures to Biblical Theology ( Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1978), 16.




Chapter 2: G-d as Shepherd

The metaphor of G-d as Shepherd is one of the most oft used images of G-d in the
Bible. In this chapter, we will explore what we know about actual shepherds in the
biblical world, examine biblical passages that speak of humans metaphorically as
shepherds and focus on the metaphor of G-d as shepherd in an array of biblical texts, with
a particular emphasis on Psalm twenty-three. Through a study of the attributes of G-d’s
protection, guidance, and sustenance, we will examine G-d’s uniqueness as a shepherd
and discover how G-d is portrayed as both like and unlike human shepherds, illustrating
G-d’s infinite powers and ultimate transcendence over human beings. Furthermore, we
will investigate how the G-d as Shepherd metaphor operates in Jewish liturgy and folk

music.
L. Shepherds in the Biblical World

Biblical texts attest to the central role of sheep as an important economic and
agricultural resource of the time period, they draw upon the shepherd’s function as leader
and guide based upon the circumstances in the natural world of the Bible. In the biblical
period, shepherds were the providers, guides, and protector of sheep. Shepherds worked
;Nith their sheep alone, or with a small group of shepherds, to whom the sheep alone
responded. Sheep are especially unintelligent animals and they are unable to exist without
the care of a shepherd. Therefore, biblical sources show that sheep were dependant upon
the leader who protected and guided them away from danger. The Anchor Bible

Dictionary article on “shepherds” explains:
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The principle duty of the shepherd was to see that the animals found
food and water, and it was important that he guard the sheep, since
they were easy prey for wild animals. The good shepherd was
especially concerned with the position of the flock, careful that the
animals not be overdriven...The work of the shepherd was essentially
to keezlla the flock intact, counting each animals as it passed under his
hand.

As textual examples of shepherds abound in biblical texts, they define the
expectations of the biblical shepherd to care for, feed, and protect his sheep. In Genesis,
Jacob depicts the model shepherd as he summarizes his work of twenty years to his
father-in-law Laban. Jacob asserts, “These twenty years I spent in your service, your
ewes and she-goats never miscarried, nor did I feast on rams from your flock. That which
was torn by beasts [ never brought to you. I myself made good the loss, whether snatched
by day or snatched by night. Heat afflicted me by day and cold by night; sleep fled from
my eyes” (Genesis 31: 38-40).% In this verse, Jacob demonstrates his exceptional service
as shepherd showing how he guarded the sheep both day and night, ignoring his own
personal needs. He takes full responsibility for any losses and is a model of exemplary
status because he takes such great care of the sheep in his charge. The sheep are Jacob’s
most important possession, and he protects them to the best of his ability.

Biblical sources depict shepherds as an ideal of exemplary leadership. Some of
t-he Bible’s most prominent and important leaders, such as Moses and David, began as
shepherds and later rose as significant leaders. These characters made the personal

transition from shepherd of a flock to leader of the people of Israel. In their respective

*! Jack W. Vancil,  Shepherds,” The Anchor Bible Dictionary, Volume 5 { New York: Doubleday,
1992), 1189,

2 Jewish Publication Society Hebrew- English Tanakh, 2™ ed. ( Philadel phia: Jewish Publication
Society, 2003) Unless otherwise noted, all subsequent biblical citations will be taken from this source.
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positions of prominence, they became facilitators of the deliverance of G-d’s chosen
“flock,” the Israelites. The depiction of these leaders as shepherds strengthens the power
of the role of the shepherd and provides a foundation for the model of the ideal leader.

In the book of Exodus, Moses first encounters G-d’s presence in a revelation
while shepherding a flock of sheep. As Exodus states, “ Now Moses, tending the flock of
his father- in- law Jethro, the priest of Midian, drove the flock into the wilderness, and
came to Horeb, the mountain of G-d” ( Exodus 3:1). As the text continues, G-d appears to
Moses in a revelation and G-d commands Moses to assume the leadership role over the
Israelites and lead them to freedom. Thus, the Bible illustrates the transition of Moses’
role from shepherd to leader.

Similarly, David is a humble young shepherd when G-d chooses him to defeat the
Philistines. As Psalm 78 states, David is the ruler whom “G-d took from the sheep-
folds...to be the shepherd of Jacob his people” (Ps. 78:70-72). David is the
quintessential example of the shepherd/leader model who takes on the responsibility of
leading the Israelites. David’s career as an actual shepherd is short-lived, but as a leader,

he remains a figurative “shepherd” throughout his life.
I1. Biblical Metaphors of Leaders as Shepherds

Originating from the highly defined structure and prominence of shepherding in
the biblical world, “an extensive and complex stock of shepherd and flock imagery
developed throughout the Ancient Near East.”? Therefore, the Bible employs the
figurative image of shepherd to depict national leaders ruling over their people.

As the Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament states:

B vancil, 1190,




The tradition placed great importance on the fact that the patriarchs ,
as well as David and Moses, who emerged as powerful leaders of their
people and shapers of their people’s religion, began their careers as
shepherds. In the ancient near east, therefore, the occupation of
shepherd served as a model for harsh and unyielding personalities, but
also for farsighted leaders, for kings and commanders, even for gods.**

In the metaphoric treatment of the figure of the biblical shepherd, several texts
explicitly refer to the community as G-d’s “flock.” Thus, these texts create a metaphor of
the shepherd as a figure who leads the community of Israel. As David is anointed king of
Israel, Samuel 2 states, “You shall shepherd my people Israel; You shall be ruler of
Israel” (2 Samuel 5:2). In this paralle] statement, the author emphasizes the metaphor of
the anointed king as a shepherd of Israel.

In defining the role of a shepherd who is a leader of the people, biblical sources
highlight the most important aspects of the shepherd’s job: to care for the flock, to guide
the flock to pasture and to keep the flock from straying. As G-d appoints, monitors and
disciplines chosen leaders of Israel, He evaluates their success as shepherds according to
this criteria.

Psalm 78 defines the characteristics that establish David as an exemplary
shepherd of Israel. > “He tended them with a blameless heart; and with skillful hands he
le;d them” (Psalm 78:72).The two prominent features of this statement cite David’s
“blameless heart” as testimony of his honorable and conscientious care of his people, and
his “skillful hands™ with which he was able to lead his flock and keep them from

straying. Biblical sources honor David’s leadership through his service as an exemplary

# G. Wallis, “ Roeh.” Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, Volume XIH, G. Jhannes
Botterweck, Helmer Ringgren, Heinz-Josef Fabry, ed. Trans. David E. Green.
{Grand Rgpids, MI/ Cambridge, Uk: William B. Eeerdmans Publishing Co., 2004), 545.
See Psalm 78:70.




shepherd of Israel. However, while biblical texts praise David’s leadership as shepherd of
the community, other leaders are rejected for their failures as shepherd of Israel. In
several prophetic texts, G-d chastises appointed leaders for their glaring failures of
leadership which have caused the “flock” to stray. Through prophecy, G-d asserts his
authority and calls upon a new just and upright leadership to rise to the occasion guide
the flock to pasture. Referring to unfit leaders who helped contribute to the destruction of
the Temple and the exile, the following excerpt from the book of Jeremiah rebukes the

corrupt shepherds of Israel:

Ah, shepherds who let the flock of my pasture stray and scatter-
declares the Lord. Assuredly, thus said the Lord,-the G-d of Israel,
concerning the shepherds who should tend to my people: It is you who
let my flock scatter and go astray. You gave no thought to them, but I
am going to give thought to you, for your wicked acts- declares the
Lord (Jeremiah 23:1-3).

In this passage, G-d admonishes the shepherds of Israel for their failure to keep
the flock together and accuses them of carelessly allowing the flock of Israel to stray. In
the book of Ezekiel, G-d cites glaring offenses of leadership of shepherds who have

exploited the flock of Israel for personal gain:

Ah, you shepherds of Israel, who have been tending yourselves

is it not the flock the shepherds ought to tend? You partake of the
fat, you clothe yourselves with wool, and you slaughter the fatlings;
but you do not tend to the flock. You have not sustained the weak,
healed the sick or bandaged the injured; you have not brought back
the strayed, or looked for the loss; but you have driven them with
harsh rigor, and they have been scattered for want of anyone to tend
them; scattered, they have become prey for every wild beast.

( Ezekiel 34:2-6)

Rebuking shepherds for taking advantage of the flock and placing them in a

dangerous situation this excerpt acknowledges that the leaders of Israel have reaped




benefits of the flock that they do not deserve. These shepherds have failed in their role to
protect and care for their sheep. They have allowed the flock to scatter and have left it

vulnerable to predators. Thus, G-d dismisses these shepherd as unfit leaders of Israel.
II1. Biblical Metaphors of G-d as Shepherd

In contrast to some human leaders who are colossal failures in their ability to
shepherd the flock of Israel, G-d surpasses all human abilities. As biblical texts depict the
model of leaders as shepherds of the Israelite community, so too do they apply this
metaphor to G-d as the ultimate leader who transcends human weaknesses. Through the
image of G-d as Shepherd we realize the true potential of the shepherd as a model of
perfect leadership.

In a commentary on Psalm twenty-three, scholar Hans- Joachim Kraus writes of

the image of G-d as Shepherd:

Now the picture of the shepherd originally applies to the people, who

as the flock are being led and protected. In the cultic tradition of

Jerusalem YHWH is glorified as ‘Roeh Yisrael’ ( Psalm 80:1). This

conception goes back to the standing metaphor of the Ancient Near

East: The king is the shepherd of his people.®

In the metaphor of G-d as Shepherd, G-d provides, protects, and guides.

Surpassing all human capabilities, G-d as a shepherd has ultimate control over the lives
of human beings, as he tends to their needs and cares for them. Through this metaphor,

we see the role of human beings as powerless and lacking initiative and responsibility for

their own lives. In the context of the Hebrew Bible, G-d lovingly tends to his flock, the

% Hans-Joachim Kraus, Psalms 1-59: A Commentary, Translated by Hilton C. Oswald
{(Minneapolis: Augsberg Publishing House, 1988), 306.
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Israelite people, as they wander through their lives according to G-d’s ultimate will and
control.

Although only a few instances of the metaphor of G-d as shepherd that can be found
in the Torah,?’ the books of the prophets and Psalms are replete with imagery that either
implicitly or explicitly refers to the metaphor of G-d as Shepherd.?® As we examine G-d’s
relationship to Israel as to his flock, a central theme that appears is the notion of G-d’s
constant and unfaltering care of his people. As a shepherd, G-d nurtures and protects the
sheep in his flock. As Isaiah states, “Like a shepherd he pastures his flock; He gathers
them like lambs in his arms and carries them in his bosom” (Isaiah 40:11).

An excerpt from the book of Ezekiel shows G-d’s care and concern as G-d
accounts for the lives of His people just as a shepherd would gather his sheep under his
staff. As G-d promises to return Israel from exile, the text states, “I will gather you from
the lands where you are scattered.... I will make you pass under the shepherd’s staff, and
I will bring you into the bond of the covenant” (Ezekiel 20:34-38). In this statement, G-d
assures the people that upon the return to the land of Israel, everyone will be cared for
and accounted for.

In many examples of the G-d as Shepherd metaphor, the verb “to pasture” refers

o G-d as the subject. Through the verb or the action G-d commits, the text defines G-d as

Shepherd over the community of Israel. In several biblical passages, the text defines G-d
as Shepherd over the community by the fact that G-d carries or leads his flock to

“pasture” in their land. In the book of Ezekiel, as G-d states:

7 For example see Genesis 48:15.
3 For examples see Ps. 95:7, Ps 100:3, Micah 7:14,
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I will take them out from the peoples and gather them from the
countries, and I will bring them to their own land, and will pasture
them on the mountains of Israel, by the watercourses and in all the
settled portions of the land. I will feed them in good grazing land, and
the lofty hills of Israel shall be their pasture. There, in the hills of
Israel, they shall lie down in good pasture and shall feed on rich
grazing land. I Myself will graze my flock, and I Myself, will let them
lie down the valleys-declares the Lord G-d. ( Ezekiel 34:13-16)

This passage emphasizes the importance of G-d returning the exiled to their
rightful land so that they may flourish and not live as sheep, lost without a pasture. As
only a shepherd can bring his flock back to a fertile pasture to graze, so too, the people of
Israel depend upon G-d to bring them back to their “good pasture.” Through an
understanding of the metaphor of the community of Israel as sheep, the connection to the
land is critical to national survival. Without this land, the community of Israel struggles,
lost and scattered, in inhospitable lands. The community depends on the G-d as the

Shepherd, who alone has the ability to return his flock to their true pasture.

IV. G-d as Shepherd in Psalm Twenty-Three

Despite many biblical allusions to the image of G-d as Shepherd, the twenty- third

psalm stands out as a text that directly engages G-d as a personal Shepherd, and

BNEERESor

- therefore, remains the most well-known biblical text that addresses G-d within the
context of this metaphor. Striking the reader immediately with vivid imagery of the

, metaphor, the twenty-third psalm establishes three elements that G-d provides that

defines G-d as Shepherd- guidance, protection and nourishment. Emphasizing G-d’s

l transcendence and omnipotence, the psalmist demonstrates how G-d is both like and

unlike a human shepherd as he provides the necessities of life, but does so in a manner
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that far surpasses human capabilities. In the first half of Psalm twenty-three we see the

scope of the metaphor of G-d as Shepherd through the individual voice of the psalmist:
A Psalm of David.
The Lord is my shepherd, I lack nothing.
He makes me lie down in green pastures.
He leads me to water in places of repose.
He renews my life;
He guides me in right paths as befits His name.
Though I walk through a valley of deepest darkness,
I fear no harm, for you are with me;
Your rod and Your staff- they comfort me. (Ps. 23: 1-4)

Psalm twenty- three illustrates an ideal world in which G-d the shepherd controls
the lives of human beings. The psaim is peaceful and pastoral, transmitting the reader to a
majestic place in the natural world that testifies to G-d’s presence on earth. Psaim
Twenty-three paints a detailed picture of the place where human beings, as sheep under a
shepherd’s staff, can fully experience G-d’s care in comfort and serenity.

In the beginning of the Psalm, the text presents the metaphor of G-d as Shepherd
in verses 1-4; G-d as Shepherd provides his sheep with food, drink, protection and
guidance. The psalmist projects a feeling of calm and serenity in the acknowledgement
that G-d is the ultimate provider, and expresses contentment in a resolute declaration of

_ trust. With the assertion, “The Lord is my shepherd, I lack nothing,” the psalmist attests

i to G-d’s perfection as a shepherd and as a leader, and thus distinguishes G-d from human

shepherds. In a commentary on Psalm twenty-three, Kraus states, “An individual member

of the ‘flock’ knows that he is sheltered under the benevolent and powerful lordship of

his ‘Shepherd’, he suffers no need.”® As opposed to human shepherds who may have

failed in their ability to provide for their flock in an appropriate way, the psalmist asserts

B Kraus,307.
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that G-d is the ultimate provider and protector, and therefore, there is nothing more that

the psalmist could possibly want. The reader understands that G-d as a Shepherd far
exceeds the capabilities of humans, because G-d is not inhibited by human weakness or
lack of control. G-d is not subject to circumstance, but rather, has the infinite power to
provide all the necessities of life, specifically including food, protection and guidance.

As the twenty-third psalm continues, the psalmist states, “He makes me lie down
in green pastures; He leads me to water in places of repose.” Regarding this phrase,
Kraus notes, “The shepherd leads his flock to the green pasturage and to the watering
places... In the pasturages and at the water holes the shepherd provides refreshment for
his flock.”° Thus, the text reveals that G-d not only leads the psalmist to a beautiful
natural setting, but most importantly, to a place where he may find abundant food and
water. The critical function of the role of the shepherd in the biblical period as a provider
of food, and appreciating the scarcity of lush, green pastures in the arid climate, the

psalmist attests to G-d’s infinite power to provide the improbabie.

As the ideal biblical shepherd is largely defined by the ability to guide a flock,
several verses in Psalm twenty-three speak to G-d’s guidance. We have already observed
that G-d leads the psalmist to food and water, and as Psalm twenty-three states in verse
three, “He guides me in right paths as befits His name.” A contextual examination of this
statement shows that G-d has already lead the psalmist to food and rest, and now as a true
shepherd, G-d guides the psalmist in the right direction to ensure his survival. However,
in the original text, the Hebrew words “Maaglei Tzedek” demand a more accurate
definition. In his commentary on Psalm twenty-three, Krauss defines “Ma’aglei Tzedek”

as “proper paths” as he explains:

% Ibid.,308.
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Under the benevolent lordship of YHWH, the individual experiences
the refreshment of G-d’s care. When the flock is on the move, the
good shepherd looks to YHWH to lead in Ma'aglei Tzedek * proper
paths’ that are beneficial for the flock. In the transferred sense this
means: the pet.itioner is sure that Y:ahweh wil’lsProtect him from every
fall and lead him properly under his ‘ 7zedek.

As we compare G-d to a human shepherd in the biblical world, Kraus’
commentary presents a contrasting image. While a human shepherd may lead his sheep in
right paths and protect them from harm, he does so because he views them as an
economic resource. It is only for the fact of G-d’s “Tzedek” present in the unique human
relationship with G-d that G-d guides and leads us through a sense of altruism and
righteousness. Furthermore, Kraus asserts that the psalmist’s knowledge of lurking
dangers strengthens his trust in G-d to guide him away from danger. He writes, “The
petitioner of Psalm 23 also finds himself in a contest with hostile powers that want to
separate him from YHWH and bring him down to ruin. But the singer trusts in the
protective power of the divine, which considers it a matter of honor to find the right
way."?

In the fourth verse of Psalm twenty-three, the psalm adopts a liturgical flavor as
the psalmist addresses G-d directly for the first time. Thus, the psalmist expresses
ultimate faith in G-d’s protection, even in the face of imminent danger: “Though I walk
through a valley of deepest darkness, I fear no harm.” With this sentiment the psalmist

intimates that despite uncertainty and insecurity, he is nevertheless assured of G-d’s

continuous protection.

3! Kraus, 308.
2 Ibid.
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As Rabbi Harold Kushner writes about the twenty-third psalm, he notes that both
human beings and animals alike have the ability to sense dread and evil. However, as
human beings we are distinct in our ability to comprehend and communicate the
knowledge of our own mortality.”’ No longer merely observing G-d, Psalm 23:4
illustrates the psalmist in a dialogue with G-d. Although the metaphor of G-d as Shepherd
in Psalm twenty-three presents human beings as mere sheep under G-d’s staff, this verse
highlights the distinctive characteristic of human beings that distinguishes us from
animals: the ability to think and communicate.

It bears merit to address that the content of this dialogue is a testament to the
psalmist’s absolute faith in G-d’s protection. The psalmist’s confidence in G-d protection
is intrinsically linked to the verse to follow, as it provides vivid images of the herding
implements used to protect and guide a flock. The psalmist writes, “Your rod and Your
staff, they comfort me.” Kraus asserts that the acknowledgement of these implements
inspire added faith in G-d’s protection, and serve as a natural accompaniment to the

psalmist initial statement of trust:

The song goes over to an address to YHWH,* Ki atah Imadi.” This is
the real central statement of trust. G-d is present with his mighty
protective power. For the protection of his flock, the shepherd carries a
“shevet”... With this weapon he beats back hostile animals and
men.... At the same time, the shepherd carries a staff “ mishantecha”
in his hand, with which to urge the tardy sheep on and to bring the
stray ones back to the flock . Accordingly, the protective weapon and
the iuiding staff inspire courage and fearless trust in those who are
led.

% Harold S. Kushner, The Lord is my Shepherd: Healing Wisdom of the Twenty- Third Psalm
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2003), 41,
34 Kraus, 308,
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The staff, an instrument used to gently guide and lead a flock is juxtaposed
against the rod, the implement that is used to discipline and ward off predators. The
psalmist insists that both of these tools, even in their opposite purposes, serve as a source
of comfort. He admits the harsh reality that although G-d protects and guides his sheep,
he also has the discretion to inflict punishment at will. This statement addresses the
reality of life’s disappointments, but acknowledges that G-d’s love and care is also
present in times of rebuke and punishment.

In a commentary on this passage, Rashi, following Midrash Tehillim, interprets
the use of these implements for their specific purposes and interprets the psalmist’s
intention in their attributions. He states that the rod is a metaphor for the suffering which
atone for sin and the staff is a metaphor for G-d’s love.”* Rashi recognizes G-d’s tools
for shepherding, the rod and the staff, as tools for seemingly antithetical purposes.
However, in his interpretation, he notes that the psalmist’s intention is to show G-d’s
infinite love for his people. Rashi thus interprets G-d’s tendency to punish as an
extension of G-d’s love in allowing for the atonement of sin. In conclusion, Rashi insists
that these two characteristics of G-d should not be troublesome or confusing to the
perception of G-d because, through both comfort and suffering we are touched by G-d’s
care in a way that ultimately brings about the redemption of the human condition.

In Psalm twenty-three, the psalmist uses the metaphor of G-d as Shepherd to
convey the relationship between an individual and G-d as a shepherd who nourishes,
guides and protects. Biblical commentator Konrad Schaefer notes that these qualities help

to define an intimate relationship between G-d and human beings, and thus preserve the

35 Mayer 1. Gruber, Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2004), 266.
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metaphor of G-d as Shepherd for use in liturgy. He writes, “Divine guidance brings one
to pastures and fresh water, divine protection provides safe conduct through danger
zones...Psalm twenty-three is the prayer of an intimate G-d, and it was preserved for use
in the liturgy.”* In the following section we will explore the image of G-d as Shepherd in
its liturgical uses, and observe how this metaphor informs the theological conception of

G-d in Jewish liturgy.

B. G-d as Shepherd in Liturgy and Folk Music

L Liturgical Uses of Psalm 23

Psalms serve as a unique component of biblical texts that were intended for public
recitation and still maintain that function in worship today. The recitation of specific
psalms at designated liturgical moments functions as fundamental focal point of Jewish
worship. To that end, Psalm twenty-three has a special designation during occasions of
public mourning. The musical rendering of Psalm twenty-three is a common tradition of
liturgical practice at funerals, Shiva minyanim, Yizkor services on Passover, Sukkot,
Shavout and Yom Kippur, as well as modern commemorations of loss such as Yom
Hashoah and Yom Hazikaron. As people of all faiths and ages look to G-d for answers
a;1d relief from suffering, Psalm twenty-three has gained universal distinction in a
timeless message of comfort and trust in G-d as Shepherd. Noting its widespread use in

both Christian and Jewish worship, A. Cohen writes:

One of the most precious gems of the treasury of biblical literature, its
appeal to the human heart has been constant and incalculable. The
reason for this is not far to seek. The meaning and helpfulness of this

% Konrad Shaefer, O.S.B. Berit Olam: Studies in Hebrew Narrative and Poetry, Psalms
(Collegeville, Mn: The Liturgical Press, 2001}, 59.
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perfect little psalm can never be exhausted so long as men, like sheep,
wander and need guidance, and so long as they learn to find it in G-d
their shepherd.*’

In a yet unpublished study of Psalm twenty-three, Professor John Planer scoffs at
its popularity and proclivity of use during times of mourning.*® Using the principles of
honesty and truth as the standard for literary criticism, Planer alleges that not only is the
shepherd metaphor of G-d inaccessible and false in modern day reality, but also
challenges its representation of the human condition and the extent of G-d’s intervention
into human affairs. In his argument, Planer suggests that Psalm twenty-three’s likening
human beings to sheep diminishes our sense of control and free-will over our own lives.
In surrendering ourselves to the will of G-d, we relinquish the responsibility to cope with
tragedy and perpetuate unrealistic expectations of G-d. Planer finds the recitation of
Psalm twenty-three in mourning a cruel irony, as it affirms absolute faith in G-d as the
infinite provider in times of horrible loss.

Offering an opposing opinion, Kushner believes Psalm twenty- three to be
extremely honest in its accurate portrayal of G-d and the human condition, attesting to its

mass appeal. Kushner writes of Psalm twenty-three:

It teaches us to look at the world we live in clearly and without
illusions.... Yes, the world might be dangerous, it admits, but G-d is
there to take care of us, to help us, even as a shepherd cares for his
sheep in a world of dangerous predators and threats of accident.*

37 A. Cohen, The Psalms (London : Soncino Press, 1945), 67.

% John H. Planer, “Literary Criticism of the Sacred Texts: Honesty as a Standard of Criticism in
the Twenty- Third Psalm.” Unpublished study provided by the author, n.d.

% Harold S. Kushner, The Lord is My Shepherd: Healing Wisdom of The Twenty-Third Psaim
( New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2003), 7-8.
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Kushner’s analysis of Psalm twenty-three focuses on the notion that not only does
it present an honest view of life, but also continues to bring comfort to mourners as a
strong testament of trust in G-d’s infinite care. The fact that Psalm twenty-three remains
the most universally known biblical passages attests to its ability to provide comfort in
times of distress.

As a part of the liturgical canon, virtually every major composer of synagogue
music has written a setting of the twenty-third psalm and the variety of different styles of
this psalm is virtually inexhaustible. Each composer adds a unique interpretation of the
text, and examines the metaphor of G-d as Shepherd through musical adaptation. While
some musical settings of Psalm twenty- three reflect its use during funerals and mourning
through a somber, simple or dirge-like melodic line,” others are for use as a Shabbat
melody, and have and upbeat and rhythmic flavor, celebrating ecstatic joy in faith in
G-d’s protection.*' In examining settings of the twenty-third psalm in conjunction with a
textual analysis of the G-d as Shepherd metaphor, few composers effectively express the
complexities of this text in their composition. As the text depicts both the harsh realities
of life and the comfort of G-d’s protection, most composers choose to focus on one of
these realities, and musically, convey either a sense of dread or a sense of comfort.
Despite this trend, a few settings of Psalm twenty-three brilliantly and beautifully convey
the fullness of the G-d as Shepherd metaphor. In this study, we will examine the
adaptation of “Adonai Roi” by Max Janowski through the context of the metaphor of

G-d as Shepherd presented in the first four verses of Psalm twenty-three.

% For example: Abraham Binder, “The Lord is My Shepherd.” ( New York: Transcontinental
Music Publications, n.d.)

*! For example: Chemjo Vinaver,“Mizmor L’ David.” Chemjo Vinaver: Anthology of Hassidic
Music. Eliyahu Schleifer, ed.( Jerusalem: The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1985)
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Max Janowski, a prolific composer of synagogue music, had a gift for conveying
the complexities and nuances of liturgical and biblical text, and sheds a light of
interpretation in his setting of Psalm twenty-three.* This composition, set for solo voice,
choir, and organ is melodic and soothing. Beginning in the tonality of A flat major, the
voice of a repeated descending melodic sequence begins the piece and reappears
intermittently between each sentence of text. In this descending melodic sequence, the
composer conveys the image of G-d as Shepherd allowing his sheep to lie down and rest,
and through its hypnotic quality, leads the listener to a distinct sense of restfulness and
ease. The descending melodic line presents itself as a leitmotif indicating G-d’s character,
and with its repetition, attests to G-d’s constant presence. A feeling of calm and serenity
continues throughout the singing of the text that acknowledges G-d the Shepherd as the
ultimate provider of sustenance and spiritual nourishment.

Almost seamlessly, the further recitation of the text brings about a tonal shift of
the melodic sequence to the F Ukranian Dorian mode in measure 25. Typically known as
the Jewish mode conveying a sense of dread and longing, the cry in the shift to the
Ukranian Dorian mode foreshadows an impending sense of fear in the text to follow. The
psalmist acknowledges that although he walks through the valley of the shadow of death,
and is acutely aware of danger, he is also aware of G-d’s constant presence. The music
declares G-d’s presence in a simple, yet declamatory melody, which has resolved some of
the tension and fear musically in leaving the Ukranian Dorian mode and settling in a
natural minor tonality in measure 30. With this musical shift, the composer reflects a
transition from fear to resignation, and recognizes that the psalmist is now invoking a

dialogue with G-d.

2 Max Janowski, “Adonai Roi.” ( Chicago, Il: Max Janowski, 1962)
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In the next phrase, “shivt’cha umishantecha (Your rod and Your staff),” the
composer communicates the psalmist’s vulnerability by reintroducing the Ukranian
Dorian mode. However, the notion of fear and evil is present for only a fleeting moment,
as Janowski recalls the original calming melodic sequence on the phrase “heyma
y’nachamuni (they comfort me).” Perhaps, in this section of text, Janowski’s frequent
transitions from feelings of anxiety to comfort reflects the psalmist’s conviction that even
in times of insecurity and apparent punishment at the hand of the shepherd’s rod, we can
be comforted by the acknowledgement of G-d’s love. Janowski’s setting of Psalm
twenty-three reflects the truthfulness of the G-d as Shepherd metaphor by seamlessly
painting a musical portrait of G-d’s ability to protect, guide and calm us, while

simultaneously communicating a message of vulnerability and fragility of life.
IL. Liturgical Uses of the G-d as Shepherd Metaphor

While the use of Psalm twenty-three in liturgy demonstrates a direct application
of a biblical metaphor in Jewish worship, the metaphor of G-d as Shepherd has also been
adapted into non-biblical liturgical traditions to inform our conception of the relationship
between G-d and human beings. While images of G-d as Shepherd are virtually non-
existent in weekday, Shabbat, and Three Festival liturgy, the metaphor of G-d as
Shepherd is prominent throughout High Holiday liturgy. We find particular relevance of
this metaphor on the High Holidays as we search for repentance and redemption, and
seek to draw G-d closer as an intimate force in our lives. Through High Holiday worship,

the metaphor of G-d as Shepherd attests to G-d’s ultimate control as we call out to G-d
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for protection and guidance. In an ultimate expression of human vulnerability and
fragility, we plead to G-d to care for us as a shepherd cares for his sheep.

Teeming with varying metaphors of G-d, the liturgy of the High Holidays
presents a solemn message of G-d as a discerning ruler and judge, determining the fate of
his people at the culmination of a period of introspection and repentance. Contrasting
with images that portray G-d as stern and judgmental, metaphors of G-d as Shepherd and
G-d as Parent convey G-d as merciful and full of compassion. These metaphors of G-d
are seamlessly woven throughout the liturgy, and seem to complement each other in
conveying the greatness and omnipotence of a G-d who truly embodies the highest sense
of all of these images.

A clear example of the presence of many metaphors of G-d within a single
liturgy occurs in the piyyut “Ki Anu Amecha.” Recited several times over the course of
Yom Kippur, “Ki Anu Amecha” presents some of the most prominent metaphors of G-d
and the human relationship to G-d within the first four stanzas. Among these stanzas, the
text states, “We are your possession, you are our portion. We are your flock, you are our
shepherd.” In this statement, the text of this liturgy reminds us that as sheep, we look to
G-d our Shepherd for guidance, and yet we are also aware that as sheep we are also
possessions of our owner, who alone has the will to determine our fate.

One of the most prominent features of the High Holiday Amidah, the Unetaneh
Tokef also presents an amalgamation of metaphors of G-d including G-d as King, G-d as
Judge and G-d as Shepherd. Attributed to Rabbi Amnon of Mayence in the 11™ century,

the folk tale surrounding the recitation of the Unetaneh Tokef at the moment of his

4 Gates of Repentance: A New Union Prayerbook for the Days of Awe (New York: CCAR, 1978),
271.
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execution bears legendary significance. A tribute Rabbi Amnon’s martyrdom and all
others throughout Jewish history who faced persecution, the Unetaneh Tokef has become
the centerpiece of High Holiday worship, reminding us that we present ourselves before
G-d and that our fate rests in G-d’s hands.

The central paragraph of Unetaneh Tokef states, “As the shepherd seeks out his
flock and makes his sheep pass under his staff, so do You muster and number and
consider every soul, setting the bounds of every creature’s life and decreeing its
destiny.”* Here, the author conjures a particular aspect of the role of G-d as Shepherd
that characterizes G-d as accounting for the lives of every sheep in his flock. Human
beings pass as sheep under G-d’ staff, G-d considers the merits of our lives individually
and accounts for each of us personally. The sobering notion of G-d’s absolute control
juxtaposes a clear concept of a personal relationship with G-d, as the idea of human
initiative and free will intertwines with the metaphor of G-d as Shepherd.

The culminating phrase at the end of this section of liturgy resolves the tension of
perceiving ourselves as a passive flock of sheep subject to the will of G-d. The text states,
“But repentance, prayer and charity temper judgment’s severe decree.”® With this
statement, the liturgy triumphs the notion of human free will and challenges several
conditions of the metaphor of G-d as Shepherd. Thus, the liturgy conveys that, as sheep,
G-d accounts for everyone individually, but ultimately, our fate is determined by our

willingness to account for our own actions and repent.

* Gates of Repentance, 108.
“ Ibid., 109.
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II1. Metaphor of G-d as Shepherd in Jewish Music

The metaphor of G-d as Shepherd is prominent not only in Jewish liturgy, but also
in folk music that addresses G-d’s involvement in the life of his people in times of
national distress. In particular, the metaphor of G-d as Shepherd appears in Holocaust era
compositions, where Jews, feeling helpless and alone, cry out to their Shepherd to guide
and protect them. As G-d the Shepherd could not protect his people from destruction, the
phrase “like sheep to the slaughter” has been coined in both literature and liturgy to
describe the ultimate example of passivity as millions of Jews went quietly to their death.
The composition “Habeyt Mishamayim”, transcribed by S. Kaczerginsky in his
compilation “Songs from the Ghettos and Camps”, faults G-d in anger for sitting back
and watching as his people “ are considered as sheep for the slaughter.™®

The composition “A Pastochl, A Troimer- A Shepherd, A Dreamer” written by
the popular Yiddish poet Zishe Weinper and set to music by Jacob Rapaport in 1933,
describes the vulnerability of the Jewish people as sheep amidst a pack of wolves.
Despite incessant cries for help, G-d the Shepherd sleeps and remains inattentive and

unaware of his sheep in great danger:

“A Pastechl, A Troimer- A Shepherd, A Dreamer”

A shepherd, a dreamer enjoyed contemplating the heavens.
Behind the trees, a pack of wolves began to prowl,

The little goats bleated,

The lambs bleated,

But could not awaken the shepherd in their midst,

While the shepherd, the dreamer, was contemplating the heavens
The wolves from behind the trees tore the heard to pieces.

The little goats bleated,

4« Habeyt Mishamayim,” Songs of Generations: New Pearls of Yiddish Song. ( New York:
Workmen’s Circle, 1992), 279. Words and music were published in S. Kaczerginsky's Lider fun di getos
lagern. The words are thought to have been written in the Lublin region of Poland.
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The lambs bleated,

But could not awaken the shepherd in their midst,

When the shepherd, the dreamer, was ready to drive his flock home,
Only little bones were left under all the trees,

The bleating was no more.

The bleating was no more.

Such a shepherd with a staff shoutd be covered by the earth.*’

In the composition of A Postechl, A Troimer, Weinper offered a chilling
foreshadow of events that would strike the Jewish community and change the Jewish
perception of G-d and G-d’s involvement in human affairs. Through his text, Weinper
cries out in anger to G-d for not fulfilling the role of Shepherd and failing to protect his
sheep from predators. As the shepherd ignores the needs of his sheep, a group of wolves
attacks and devours them. Although G-d the Shepherd dwells in the midst of his sheep
and is physically present, the song asserts that he stands idly by because he would prefer
to “contemplate the heavens.”

In the final statement of his composition, Weinper strikes out at G-d the Shepherd
with a sense of rage, as he writes, “Such a shepherd should be covered by the earth.” In
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