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Introduction 

  

 As modern Israel approaches her 65th birthday, the nation and its culture are 

exhibiting many distinguishing traits of a maturing society.  Among these are a re-

engagement with spiritual identity and a revitalized culture of music and prayer, which 

together constitute a rebirth of Judaism among non-Orthodox Israelis.  The deeply ingrained 

connection of the Jewish people to its biblical and liturgical texts, themes and traditions is 

being reinterpreted in a dynamic and creative process that seeks to transcend the labels and 

categories of the past.  The resulting escalation in popular music of material related to the 

Tanakh and the siddur, and the rapid evolution of non-Orthodox spiritual communities 

centered around innovative musical genres, are proving to be transformative in areas of 

Israeli society formerly considered to be entirely secular. 

 A direct line can be traced between the origins of modern Israel and the latest 

developments in culture and spirituality, based on the pioneering spirit that is so typically 

Israeli and takes a new form in every generation.  In the late 1800s and early 1900s, as the 

Zionist pioneers worked relentlessly to establish the land of Israel, a new society was being 

created from the ground up.  A fresh Israeli culture was taking shape as immigrants flooded 

to Palestine.  The early pioneers who laid the foundation of the burgeoning Jewish state made 

a conscious decision to leave many aspects of the “old world” behind, including many Jewish 

traditions.  Their focus was to create a “new Jew,” one committed to working the land, 

fighting for survival and living in a modern world.  Notwithstanding their insistence on 

reviving Hebrew as a modern language, the majority of early Zionists identified as secular 

Jews, disconnected from traditional practices. 
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It soon became clear that the majority of Israeli Jews fit into two categories: Orthodox 

and secular.  Israelis strongly identified with one group or the other.  There was very little 

overlap or dialogue between secular and the Orthodox, and neither community expressed 

interest in understanding or accepting the other.  Orthodox Jews chose to ostracize 

themselves from the secular world, preferring instead to live in insular communities 

disassociated from the collective Israeli whole.  Secular Israelis discarded traditional Jewish 

practice because it wasn’t perceived to be relevant to the modern world.   

 The secular Israelis who once accepted the rejection of Jewish study and practice in 

favor of Zionist ideals eventually began to reconsider their de-prioritization of Jewish 

tradition.  Eran Baruch, executive director of Bina, the non-Orthodox education association 

in Tel Aviv, describes the underpinnings of this evolution in three stages:   

The first generation rebelled against their parents, but they still knew their tradition.  

The second generation was all about establishing new settlements, setting up factories 

and consolidating the army.  But we’re no longer so busy building kibbutzim in the 

Galilee.  So, now, the third generation is missing something.1        

In the last twenty years, there has been much impetus among secular Israelis toward 

reclaiming their Judaism.  With the migration away from classical Zionism and the identity 

crisis that followed Rabin’s assassination in the late 1990’s, Israelis began to crave 

spirituality and new forms of community.  Lee Perlman of the Jewish Federation of North 

America refers to this yearning as “soul-searching” and “soul-building.”2  Secular Israelis 

began investigating ways to express their Judaism and to connect to prayer, community, 

                                                
1 Brian Blum, "Insourcing Judaism," The Jerusalem Report, August 30, 2012 
2 Lee Perlman,  “Soul Searching and Soul Building: The Jewish Identity Field in Israel.” 
Paper presented at the Tarrytown Group Meeting, January 2011, 1-20 
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ritual and tradition. 

 This thirst for Jewish connection is part of a larger trend that has been identified by 

the media and scholars as the Jewish Renewal Movement: Hitchadshut Yehudit.  According 

to Naama Azulay’s doctoral dissertation, this movement addresses two interrelated trends: 

“renewing the connection between Jews belonging to the Israeli secular sector and their 

heritage…and the ongoing processes of renewal, in which novelty and tradition are combined 

in order to be restructured so as to produce meaningful Jewish life for Israeli Jews living in a 

modern, egalitarian, and democratic society.”3   

 Israeli Jewish Renewal has therefore concerned itself with the relationship between 

sacred and secular elements in Israeli public life and in the spiritual lives of its citizens.  The 

boundary between sacred and secular in Israel has always been blurred.  In a place where 

religion and state are so uniquely intertwined, it follows that there is considerable overlap in 

political, social, educational, cultural and religious forums.  For example, at Yom 

Ha’atzma’ut (Israeli Independence Day) celebrations, the country’s political leaders quote 

the Torah (or famous Jewish scholars) in their opening remarks.  On Shabbat, secular citizens 

are constrained from shopping.  Jewish couples of all backgrounds are required to be married 

by an Orthodox rabbi.  And students in secular Israeli schools study Jewish history, Bible and 

Jewish thought throughout their years of education.  Nearly everything in Israel is influenced 

in some way by religion or by Jewish texts. 

  Jewish Renewal is in the process of redefining secular Jewish identity in terms of its 

connection to Jewish literature and study, as well as in terms of how that relationship is 

expressed in the structures of Jewish communal life.  In the realm of Israeli music, this is 

                                                
3 Naama Azulay, “Hebrew We Are And Our Hearts Will We Worship: The Jewish Renewal 
Movement in Israeli Secular Society,” Ph.D.  Thesis, Bar-Ilan University, 2010. 
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reflected in the considerable sense of interpretive freedom with which sacred textual 

references are employed in popular music.  In the domain of spiritual community, the result 

is a network of independent, non-Orthodox minyanim that are beginning to thrive throughout 

the country.   

 My thesis will explore the intersection of the sacred and secular in Israeli society, 

specifically in relation to Israeli music and emerging trends in t’filah.  More specifically, this 

paper will demonstrate that the fusion of secular and sacred elements in music and prayer has 

given rise to a new form of Israeli Judaism, in which self-identified secular Israelis are 

embracing contemporary expressions of Jewish text, music, prayer and spirituality. 

 Chapter 1 will explore the inclusion of religious texts and themes in three main 

categories of Israeli music: Pre-State Music, Art Music and Shirei Eretz Yisrael (Songs of the 

Land of Israel).  This chapter lays the foundation for the outgrowth of the current 

phenomenon, in which religious texts and themes are integrated into Israeli popular music.  

Chapter 2 will begin with an investigation of the political and social developments that have 

led to Israel’s cultural and spiritual renaissance, and it will conclude with an examination of 

several of the most influential trends of that renaissance.  Chapter 3 will provide an in-depth 

examination of the expansive use of sacred texts in popular music, as well as a closer look at 

two musicians who are helping to dissolve the boundaries between sacred and secular.  

Finally, Chapter 4 will document the emergence of independent prayer communities as a way 

for Israelis to connect to their Jewish heritage and spirituality in a creative, non-

denominational environment. 
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Chapter 1 

Biblical Themes and Religious Texts in Israeli Music 

 

 “Every decade since the establishment of the State in 1948 has seen some variation on 

the theme of using the Bible.  From the Yishuv era in pre-state Palestine to this day in 

modern Israel, the Bible remains a central theme of popular Israeli music.”4  In order to fully 

understand how the inclusion of religious texts and themes in Israeli music has flourished 

during the last 10-15 years (see Chapter 3), it will be helpful to examine their earlier usages 

in the history of modern Israel.  A broad overview of the evolution of Israeli music from pre-

Statehood until the present day, specifically focusing on the consistent presence of religious 

texts and themes, will therefore lay the foundation for this study. 

 The seemingly sudden and explosive interest in ancient Jewish texts that Israeli 

musicians currently demonstrate in their music has not been an overnight transformation.  On 

the contrary, it is evident through an exploration of Israel’s rich musical history that Jewish 

texts and themes have always been a source of inspiration in Israeli music, especially in the 

formative years of the State, as the identity of the New Israeli was developing.  

 For the purpose of this thesis, three categories of Israeli music will be defined as the 

most important historical strands: Pre-State Music, Art Music and Shirei Eretz Yisrael (Songs 

of the Land of Israel).  In each case it is possible to document the influence of religious or 

biblical themes and texts. 

 Pre-State Israeli music includes a mixture of melodies imported from European 

                                                
4 Naomi Cohn Zentner, “Singing the Bible with a Modern Inflection: Scriptural Events, 
Places and Personalities in Israeli Popular Music,” 171-197, Journal of Synagogue Music, 
2009, 171. 
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sources and original melodies composed in Israel, often incorporating Yiddish or Hebrew 

texts.  It emphasizes certain topical themes, such as pioneering, working the land, and 

connection with nature.  Moreover, pre-State music was intimately intertwined with the 

fervor and zeal of early Zionism and its longing for a Jewish homeland.  In fact, the use of 

biblical references in pre-State music served as an effective tool for Zionists to advance their 

message and agenda, by interpreting biblical themes in a historical and nationalistic way.  

These biblical references especially succeeded in painting a picture of the landscape and 

agriculture of the land of ancient Israel.  According to Cohn Zentner, they were also “seen as 

a way to herald the Jewish people’s return to their homeland and to their naturally designated 

role.  Recurring biblical imagery of a hardworking Jewish folk living out of doors and deeply 

rooted to the land was useful to a Zionist establishment intent on creating the image of a 

“New Jew.” 5  

 Also influential on Israeli pre-State music were the Jewish immigrants who moved to 

Israel as a response to a religious calling.  This group of traditional Jews brought with them 

songs that expressed their desire to maintain a traditional way of life, as well as their desire to 

rebuild the Jewish homeland in the tradition of the Torah.6  It can be inferred, even from song 

titles, that many popular songs of unknown origin commingled a commitment to working the 

land and a sense of personal spiritual development.  "Anu Banu Artzah" ("We have come to 

our land to build and be rebuilt in her") and "El Yivneh Hagalil" (“God will rebuild the 

Galilee”), two popular pioneer songs from 1930 and 1910, exemplify this tradition. 7 

 As early as 1883, the first Zionist song to incorporate biblical references was 

                                                
5 Ibid. 
6 Marsha Edelman, Discovering Jewish Music, 187-220 (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication 
Society, 2003), 192.  
7 Ibid. 
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published.  “Shivat Tsiyon” (“The Return to Zion”) was composed with original Yiddish 

lyrics by Elyokum Zunser (1840-1913).  This early Israeli song inspired by the biblical theme 

of returning to Zion, juxtaposed contemporary immigration of Russian Jews with the biblical 

return to Zion of Judean exiles from Babylonia in the late-sixth century BCE under Ezra and 

Nehemiah.8  In his poetic interpretation, Zunser exclaimed that Jews were living in the 

“Shivat Tsiyon” of the current time.  This piece set a precedent that the incorporation of 

biblical stories, themes, imagery and direct quotations would be an excellent medium through 

which to find meaning in the modern world.   

 An example of a pre-State folk song that is full of religious fervor is "Po Be-Eretz 

Chemdat Avot" (“Here in the land that is the delight of the forefathers”).9  In 1912, in a 

school in Jaffa, music teacher, Hanina Karczewski and Hebrew teacher Yisrael Dushman 

collaborated on a marching song for their students to sing on a hike.  Karczewski, who had 

immigrated to Israel just four years earlier, chose a Yiddish melody by Herman Tzvi Erlich.  

Dushman, who immigrated seventeen years earlier, wrote his own Hebrew lyrics to be sung 

with the Yiddish melody: "Here in the land which is the delight of the Forefathers all our 

hopes will be fulfilled.  Here we will live, and here we'll create lives of brightness, lives of 

liberty.  Here the Divine presence dwells, here the language of the Torah will blossom. 

 Plough a trough, sing a song, rejoice joyfully, the buds have already blossomed.  Plough a 

trough, sing a song, rejoice joyfully, the seeds will yet arrive." 10 

 What’s interesting about this text is that it interweaves religious and agrarian themes.  

God’s Presence is experienced in the land itself, and Torah “blossoms” from the seeds that 

                                                
8 Cohn Zentner, 178. 
9 Edelman, 193. 
10 Ibid.   
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will be planted.  There are also already hope and trust: if you plough it, the seeds will come.  

This has an analogous spiritual meaning: if we prepare ourselves, Torah will emerge from 

within, from the point of connectedness, or divine spark that inhabits each soul.  This song, 

that appears to be about plowing the land, is actually calling upon God’s Divine presence and 

Torah to be the inspirational sources for rebuilding the land of Israel.   

 The students sang this song enthusiastically, teaching it to people along the way.  It 

became so popular that it spread to the Diaspora, where it became "There in the Land of the 

Forefathers."  The musical style of Po Be-Eretz is a European-style march in a minor key, 

eliciting images of soldiers and nationalism.  Songs like this, with religious content, 

patriotism and connection to the land, became widely accepted and were considered standard 

repertoire of the pre-State era. 

 Another noteworthy pre-State song with religious themes is “LeMoladeti,” written by 

Mordechai Zeira.  Zeira made aliyah from Russia in 1924 and is known as one of the 

"Fathers of Israeli song."  Zeira's first song, "LeMoladeti" (“To My Birthland”) described the 

journey by ship to Israel.11  The refrain of the text, written by Hillel Avichanan, uses 

religious imagery and makes reference to the famous line from Psalm 133, “Hinei mah tov, 

shevet achim gam yachad.”12  The complete refrain reads, "God remembered this forsaken 

corner of Zion; oh, how pleasant for brothers to dwell together." 

 The second category of Israeli music to be explored is art music.  Between 1929 and 

1939, an abundance of talented, classically trained musicians arrived in Israel from Europe.13  

These musicians had been trained in various music conservatories throughout Europe and did 

                                                
11 Ibid., 199.   
12 Ibid.  
13 Ibid., 205.   
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not previously know each other before immigration.  Each of them faced challenges and 

struggles as they fought to re-establish their musical profession in a new country, while 

simultaneously adapting to a new culture and national identity.14  These musicians came from 

Germany, Lithuania, Hungary and Russia, to name a few.  With their arrival came the birth 

of Israeli art music and a distinct blending of Eastern and Western sounds.  Many of these 

new composers made great efforts to write in a new musical style, expanding tonalities and 

experimenting with Arabic instruments such as the oud and the kanun to create a post-

expressionistic style, fusing old and new, East and West.  In their quest for a new sound, they 

experimented with new modes of composition that would give expression to their new 

national identity.  One music critic in 1946 wrote, “the landscape, the lifestyle, the 

environment, all require a change and fundamentally different approach.”  There were a wide 

variety of Jewish backgrounds among the immigrant musicians from Europe.  Though some 

were raised as more observant than others, it is clear that they all embraced different aspects 

of Judaism as well as the new national Jewish identity upon their arrival in Israel.  Some of 

this is evident in their compositions, as reflected in various examples below. 

  The most influential immigrant at the forefront of the newly developing Israeli art 

music scene was Paul Ben-Haim (1897-1982).  Born Paul Frankenburger, he was a pianist, 

composer and conductor at the Munich Academy of Music prior to his arrival in Israel.  He 

served as an apprentice to Bruno Walter in Munich before a run as Kappelmeister of the 

Augsburg Opera.  Even before his immigration, in 1929, his friend and Jewish composer, 

Heinrich Schalit, a devoted Zionist, encouraged him to experiment in the field of Jewish 

                                                
14 Jehoash Hirshberg, Music In The Jewish Community of Palestine 1880-1948: A Social 
History, (Oxford: Clarendon, 1995), 201. 
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music.15  He composed several vocal works set to biblical texts, achieving great success with 

a setting of Psalm 126.    

 Ben-Haim embraced his new life in Israel and even became fascinated with the world 

of Oriental music.  He developed a very close working relationship with Bracha Zefira, an 

Israeli girl with Yemenite roots who vowed to bring the oriental melodies of her childhood to 

a wide audience through Western-style arrangements.  This collaboration greatly influenced 

the sound and style of Ben-Haim’s own musical compositions, incorporating the melody-

driven Oriental style and its unique rhythms into his own works.  He began experimenting 

with the characteristic modalities, ornamentation, evocative embellishments and other 

patterns and motifs that characterized Zefira’s blend of Yemenite, Persian, Arabic, Ladino, 

North African and other eastern Mediterranean styles.   

 Though Ben-Haim was one of the first European musicians to migrate to Israel, other 

musicians soon arrived, who also shared his admiration and respect for Oriental music.  

These included, in the late 1930’s, Alexander Boskovitch, Marc Lavry, and Oedoen Partos.  

They all became active teachers at the Eastern Mediterranean School, with Paul Ben-Haim at 

the helm in a crucial leadership position.  These composers created many instrumental and 

choral settings of existing Sephardic and Oriental music and eventually began composing 

their own original “Eastern-style” melodies.  Marsha Edelman argues, “they wanted their 

music to represent the land of indigenous Eastern communities, and the eternal (if ephemeral) 

spirit of the Torah- not so much as a religious text, but as a testimony to the ancient history of 

Israel and the values of her people.”16 

 It is interesting to reflect on the connection between Jewish identity and compositions 

                                                
15 Edelman, 159.   
16 Ibid., 208.   
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set to biblical passages.  Given the dominant Orthodox ritual practices in Israel, composers 

did not write synagogue music for use there.  However, it is apparent that composers enjoyed 

writing music that reflected their Jewish heritage and cultural interests.  It can be inferred that 

the goal of Israeli art music composers was not to illustrate religious orientation per se, but to 

acknowledge the “historical and expressive content of sacred Jewish literature.”17  While 

these composers were not observant Jews, they felt a deep sense of “oneness” with the 

Jewish people, and their pride in Jewish heritage is evident by the inclusion of ancient Jewish 

texts in their compositions.18  In addition, the imagery and expressive language of the Bible 

is ripe with inspiration for musical interpretation.   Edelman points out that the unique 

internal rhythms of the Hebrew language itself offer the music of Israel a distinctiveness that 

sets it apart from the national music of any other country.19  Ben-Haim was a leader and role 

model in choosing to set his musical compositions to various biblical passages. 

 One example that illustrates the fusion of Jewish identity, liturgical text and Israeli 

consciousness is Ben-Haim’s Roni Akarah.  The text of this a cappella choral work, Isaiah 

54:1-5, promises renewal and countless offspring to the seemingly desolate and barren.20  

This lends itself to a modern interpretation of the ingathering of the exiles to Israel, the 

Jewish homeland, a once barren land.  The work is set in four movements, each with its own 

character and musical content.  It is noteworthy that Ben-Haim chose to include a Shema 

Yisrael chant from the Iraqi tradition to express Isaiah’s promise of progeny. 

 Roni Akarah offers a musical midrash in which stark contrasts between exciting, 

vibrant moments of urgency, and quiet, subtle moments of reflection, convey the 

                                                
17 Ibid., 210.   
18 Ibid.   
19 Ibid., 209.   
20 Ibid., 211.   
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contemporary fulfillment of a biblical prophesy.  It embodies both Ben-Haim’s stature as a 

legitimate classical composer in the general music world and his role as a leader in modern 

Israeli art music.21   

 The third and final category of music integral to the musical roots and subsequent 

development of music in Israel is Shirei Eretz Yisrael or “Songs of the Land of Israel (SLI).”  

This genre is an extension and expansion of the pre-State Israeli music explored above.  SLI, 

rooted in Zionist ideals, was linked to the idea of establishing a musical expression of a 

national Hebrew culture through the creation of a Hebrew “folk song” repertory, which came 

into being in the land of Israel from the 1880’s onwards.22  This newly invented genre of 

Israeli folk song had several defining characteristics that are noteworthy.  First, they were 

mainly connected with well-known composers and poets who channeled their feelings about 

the establishment of a new Jewish society in song.  “The Hebrew song is the creation of 

composers who consciously or unconsciously sought a means of tonal organization that 

would reflect both the people’s attachment to the land and the ingathering of the exiles.” 23  

And second, in an effort to advance their political motives and support Zionism and the 

Hebrew language, many Jewish organizations such as the Jewish National Fund encouraged 

and supported the creation, publication and performance of these new Israeli folk songs.24 

  Initially, many of the popular SLI melodies were imported from the European 

countries of immigrant origin: Russia, France, Poland and Germany.  However, it wasn’t 

long before original folk melodies were being written in Israel.  And, eventually, Israeli 

                                                
21 Ibid., 213.   
22 Motti Regev and Edwin Seroussi, Popular Music and National Culture in Israel.  
(Berkeley, CA: University of California, 2004), 51-52. 
23 Ibid., 53. 
24 Ibid. 
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composers were even influenced by American music.  Other original sources of SLI include 

theater and cabaret songs, youth movement songs and traditional Jewish songs passed down 

from generation to generation.  The vast repertoire of SLI includes songs from the 1880’s 

until today that have become beloved and widely sung by Israelis.   

 The themes of SLI generally revolve around national and agricultural topics such as 

independence, war, struggle, loss, and the cultivation and beauty of the land.  In addition, a 

large percentage of SLI include religious themes or references to Jewish textual sources, 

most frequently the bible.  Cohn Zenter states, “biblical influence on Israeli popular music 

should be viewed as part of the Zionist movement’s larger cultural endeavor, which saw the 

Bible as the cornerstone of an emerging Israeli culture.  Referring to the Bible helped 

disassociate the new Zionist ethos from the religious Judaism of the Diaspora, and to 

reconnect it instead to agricultural and historical aspects of the Land of Israel.”25  In addition, 

the consistent reference to biblical themes and texts is a testament to the fact that many new 

Israelis saw life in the Holy Land as a substitute for religious practice.  For others, the use of 

biblical texts emphasized the common experiences of the Jewish people throughout history, 

their shared "folklore."  One Israeli author, Shai Burstein, explains, “these biblical references 

allow people to reconnect to the cultural-national roots of the Jewish people prior to their 

exile from the Land of Israel.”26 

 An example of a piece that directly connects contemporary Israeli society with its 

ancestral roots is Mul Har Sinai (“In Front of Mount Sinai”).  Written for the Lehakot 

Tzva’iyot (army entertainment troupes) in 1956 by Moshe Vilensky (composer) and Yehiel 

Mohar (lyricist), this song depicts dual meaning in its reference to Mount Sinai.  It references 

                                                
25 Zentner, 175. 
26 Ibid., 176. 
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both the redeemed Israelite slaves receiving the Torah at Mount Sinai as well as the Israeli 

Army Campaign of 1956 in which they captured the Sinai Peninsula.27  Mohar’s imagery of 

the burning bush from Exodus, Chapter 3, which illustrates God instructing Moses to lead the 

enslaved Israelites from Egypt to freedom, represents God’s eternal Divine presence at 

Mount Sinai.28  He asserts in the song that the bush is still burning when the Israeli soldiers 

return to Sinai for the first time since the ancient Israelites received the Torah in that exact 

spot.29  However, in the present day, the flame from the bush burns in the eyes of the soldiers 

and in the roaring of their engines.  The song brilliantly contrasts the divine redemption of 

our past with the divine redemption of the present, using the biblical source as the connective 

tissue. 

Musical characteristics of Mul Har Sinai include use of the darbuka (Arabic drum) 

and accordion, two commonly used instruments in SLI that infuse the characteristic imported 

Eastern European sounds with a Middle Eastern flavor.30  The accordion plays an exciting 

hora dance rhythm with a repeated fanfare motive that could be interpreted as either a 

military victory or perhaps the sounds of a shofar blast.  It’s interesting to consider whether 

the poly-cultural musical texture in some way emulates the trans-generational theme of 

redemption. 

 One of the most interesting characteristics of SLI is the diversity of musical styles 

that comprise the repertoire.  Though most SLI are written in minor keys, we see a wide 

variety of stylistic sources, from European folk songs to American rock and roll to songs 

from the Zionist youth movement and the IDF, and even the incorporation of Middle Eastern 

                                                
27 Ibid., 181. 
28 Ibid.,  
29 Ibid., 182. 
30 Ibid. 
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rhythms, sounds and instruments, such as the darbuka.   

 Due to the fact that SLI have been amassing since the 1880’s, it is impossible to 

generalize the musical style.  However, the absolute defining musical characteristic, despite 

the style, is melodic ease and accessibility for the listener-singer.  This is the most crucial 

factor due to the fact that SLI are typically sung in large groups, in “shirah be-tzibbur,” a 

communal singing phenomenon that symbolizes nationalism and community. Communal 

singing developed during the Yishuv period, in conjunction with Israel’s new cultural 

identity, as people needed a way to build identity, meld the musical traditions of the various 

immigrants and express themselves as a cohesive society.   

 Shirah be-tzibbur is especially interesting in light of the overarching theme of the 

intersection of sacred and secular in Israel.  This phenomenon of group singing, which 

generates a sense of community and connection based on a shared history, has been labeled 

the “secular prayer” of Israel.  In fact, the notion of singing around a big table, tish hagadol, 

stems from hassidic religious events in which the rebbe would gather around a table with 

other men and sing together.  These gatherings, which were often centered around ritual 

meals, become transposed to the secular world through Shirah be-tzibbur. 

 Musicologists and critics have observed the patterns of Shirah be-tzibbur and have 

found that such secular gatherings become especially popular and in demand during times of 

war.  Of course this is logical because people have a greater desire and need to come together 

to sing for hope and peace during times of struggle and strife.  For secular Israelis, Shirah be-

tzibbur is their vehicle through which to pray.  Israeli lyricist, Ehud Manor comments on 

Shira Be-tzibbur, "When people sing together, in communal singing they feel as though they 

are one unit…I think that in singing together people search for their belief.  People from 
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secular families, they no longer go to synagogue…at the communal singing they feel like 

they are in synagogue. They sing about things they believe in, about love, about Israel, about 

the past, they sing of hope for a better future, and that is their weekly connection like a public 

prayer."   There are many examples of apparently secular songs that are in reality a 

“secularized” form of prayer.   

 One of the most beloved songs of the land of Israel is Naomi Shemer’s “Lu Y’hi.” 

Initially intended as a Hebrew version of the Beatles “Let it Be,” “Lu Yihi” became an 

instant hit during the Yom Kippur war in 1973, expressing prayers and wishes in relation to 

the battlefield as well as at home. In fact, it gained the status of a secular prayer.31  With 

references to holiday candles and the cry of the shofar, Shemer beautifully weaves together 

secular and sacred themes, communicating clearly that the soul of an Israeli is inextricably 

bound to Jewish tradition.  As one of the most well-known and prolific Israeli composers, 

Shemer herself describes the phenomenon as follows:  

People love communal singing because they love to sing. People love to dance and 

sing together.  We are a small and family-oriented public who actually comes from 

synagogue.  We seem to have thrown the synagogue away, but we are actually 

carrying it on our back.  We are actually a community, we are still seeking a 

uniqueness; maybe we need communal singing to feel stronger, maybe we need it to 

express ourselves, to defend ourselves from all the difficult things that happen to us.  

That is our natural expression; that is our skin, you cannot separate it from our body. 

 In summary, the three primary historical threads of Israeli music—pre-State folk 

music, Israeli art music and Shirei Eretz Yisrael—all demonstrate that Israeli music has 

                                                
31 Regev and Seroussi, 67.   
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always been influenced by Jewish culture and identity, as well as by Jewish customs, 

traditions and texts. These threads emerged organically in the process of establishing a 

renewed national identity in the ancient Jewish homeland, as communities were melded 

together from throughout the Diaspora into a new state.  In the last decade, however, there 

has been a surge in the use of religious texts by popular Israeli musicians in ways that are 

particular to 21st century Israel.  The overwhelmingly positive response to this music from 

the Israeli public supports the idea that there has been a shift in mindset and spiritual needs 

among secular Israelis.  Chapter 2 will outline the key factors and societal developments that 

precipitated a national yearning for spiritual connection and Jewish learning, thus paving the 

way for the current success and popularity of sacred and liturgical themes and texts in 

popular music and the emergence of new, creative prayer communities. 
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Chapter 2  
 

Societal and Political Developments: 
A Cultural Renaissance 

 

 In the 1990’s and the 2000’s, Israeli society has seen much evidence of a cultural and 

spiritual renaissance based on religious sources.  With the establishment of liberal batei 

midrash, secular yeshivot, creative prayer communities, a piyut movement and the use of 

religious texts in popular music by famous musicians, Israeli society is bursting at the seams 

with a new-found interest and curiosity in reclaiming its Jewish roots.  While this cultural 

phenomenon is fascinating, perhaps the question to ask is “why now?”  What events in 

Israel’s evolution have sparked this national response?  The first part of this chapter will 

investigate the key factors and societal developments that have inspired Israel’s cultural and 

spiritual renaissance.  The second part of the chapter will explore some of the most 

successful and influential cultural trends that have grown out of these societal changes. 

 According to many sources, the overarching reason for Israel’s cultural and spiritual 

renaissance is that classical Zionism is no longer serving Israelis as it did in the past.  

Musicologist Naomi Cohn-Zentner, says that, “Zionist ideals are no longer compelling and 

fulfilling; in the 21st century, many Israelis are searching for ways to fill that gap and are 

turning to the religion of their parents and grandparents for inspiration.”32 Second- and third- 

generation Israelis are suddenly feeling resentful that their parents discarded religion in the 

founding of the new Jewish state, leaving it only for the Orthodox.  A key concept in creating 

a new Israeli culture upon Israel’s establishment as a state was to break away from 

religiosity.  Anything related to the synagogue or the rabbi was seen as irrelevant and old-

                                                
32 Naomi Cohn-Zentner, Sing a New Song, Interview with Reform Jewish Magazine, 10. 
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fashioned.  There was a big push to create an image of a new, secular Jew who worked the 

land and committed himself fully to being a part of a collective Zionist society.  Famous 

musician Kobi Oz reflects his personal disdain for the Zionistic abandonment of religion: “In 

a way, we forgot some things and we left out some things.  Zionism was self-absorbed and 

self-centered.  It forgot the Judaism.  This is something we should fix.”33  Similarly, in the 

Israel Studies Forum journal, Adina Newberg asserts that 

the original secular Zionist ethos has ceased to be satisfactory to many Israelis as a 

way of defining themselves as Jews and Israelis.  Secular Israelis maintain that the 

educational and socializing efforts that shaped them have not concentrated on 

connecting individuals as Jews per se but only as Israelis.  They feel that they have 

been cheated by the dominant, secular characterization of Judaism, which they see as 

simplistic, and have thus been denied the opportunity to connect Judaism to an 

emerging Israeli identity.34 

  In his explanation on why Israelis are seeking new paths to spirituality Eli Gur, 

director of the United Jewish Federation’s Commission on Jewish Identity and Renewal in 

Israel, agrees with Cohn-Zentner.  “Israeli society has matured.  We’ve passed the stage of 

objections to religion.  Instead of focusing on rejection, as the early Zionists did, today the 

young Israeli can now ask, ‘what do I want?’ or ‘what do I need.”35  Other existential 

questions are also being asked: Who am I?  What am I doing here and why?  What is my 

                                                
33 Interview with Kobi Oz, Makom Israel, December 2010.   
34 Adina Newberg, "Hitchabrut or Connecting – Liberal Houses of Study in Israel as Political 
and Spiritual Expression." Israel Studies Forum, 2005, 97-114. 
35 Eatta Prince-Gibson, "They're Doing It Their Way." The Jerusalem Report, June 2009, 6 
11. 
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connection to this country?36  These questions, which stem from the political complexities 

and difficulties of living in a country that is constantly at war, fuel the desire to search for 

new ways to understand Jewish and Israeli identity.  As a state, Israel has reached a time 

when it is collectively asking, “Who are we?”  And Israelis on individual paths towards self-

understanding and self-awareness are also asking, “Who am I?”  Secular Zionism did not 

provide sufficient tools to answer these existential questions.  Therefore, Israelis are now 

searching for new paths to provide them with spiritual guidance and expression.   

 Gur goes on to assert that, in addition to Israel’s maturation as a State, there are two 

other key factors that helped spark this quest for meaning and spirituality.  He suggests “the 

assassination of Yitzhak Rabin served as a catalyst, propelling much of Israeli society into a 

deep crisis, in which Israelis began to question their basic assumptions about Israeli society 

and Judaism.”37  Rabin’s assassination in 1995 sparked deep soul-searching among the Israeli 

public regarding the nation’s spiritual identity.  People were frightened by the murderous act 

and ashamed that Rabin’s killer was a religious Zionist.  One Israeli woman shares her 

thoughts on Rabin’s death: “I realized that we had better attend to our future, to the deep gaps 

between religious and secular, which were threatening to tear us apart.  And as my thoughts 

progressed over the years, I realized that I needed something beyond the intellectual, I 

needed to touch my spiritual and emotional self, too."38   

 Gur argues that a third contributing factor to Israel’s quest for meaning and 

spirituality is the failure to achieve peace with the Palestinians.39  The inability to achieve 

peace has inclined Israel to focus efforts inwards, toward its own evolving society.  

                                                
36 Newberg, Adina, 84.   
37 Prince-Gibson, 10. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. 
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Furthermore, Cohn-Zentner points out that not only has Israel failed to achieve peace with 

the Palestinians, but it is also hated in general by all of its neighbors.  The idea that Israel 

stands on her own, unaccepted by many countries in the larger international community, adds 

more impetus toward introspection and a search for identity and roots.  

  Another major influence on the shift toward greater religious consciousness in the 

broader Israeli culture is the acceptance of Mizrahim40 into mainstream Israeli society, 

according to Robbie Gringrass, artist-in-residence for the Makom Israel Engagement 

Network in the Jewish Agency for Israel.  Gringrass asserts that as Israel has become more 

open to Mizrahim, and as they have finally garnered a voice in the country, their inherently 

more religious background has filtered into Israeli society.  Israeli singer, Kobi Oz, concurs 

with Gringrass, saying, “The Sephardim never disconnected ourselves from our history, and 

never lost a generation.  Maybe we are the medicine that can cure society’s ills.  Maybe that 

is our job, now, to bring this medication so that we can all feel comfortable with our 

Judaism.”41  In order to understand the significance of the Mizrahi community’s acceptance 

into the mainstream, we must examine more closely the struggle for acceptance and 

legitimacy that Mizrahi Jews have faced since their arrival in the 1950’s. 

 The ethnic gap that formed between Ashkenazi and Mizrahi Jews actually took its 

shape in Israel before the establishment of the State in 1948.  Between 1882 and 1939, 

formative years in Israel’s history, the Ashkenazic Jews settled the land, conceptualized the 

new Jew, and established a fresh Israeli national culture based on Zionist ideals, a strong 

                                                
40 Mizrahi Jews descend from mostly Arab-speaking Jewish communities of the Middle East 
such as Iraq, Syria, India and Iran.  Jews from Yemenite, Georgia, Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia 
and Turkey are also grouped into the Mizrahi category.   
41 Ben Kamoun Shimon, "Reconnecting Roots," Jerusalem Post, May 2010, www.JPost.com 
(accessed January, 2013).   
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work ethic, fusion of their European roots with the new culture, and the development of 

Hebrew as a modern language.  By the 1950’s, when large numbers of Mizrahi immigrants 

flocked to Israel, that new Israeli culture was already well established.  Although the 

Mizrahim had strong Jewish identities and shared a common connection to both homeland 

and Jewish history with their Ashkenazic neighbors, they were received as outsiders in the 

land of Israel, and assimilation would not be enough of a factor to ease the inherent tensions.  

The ethnic gap continued to grow in all areas, including education, politics, socio-economic 

status, general culture and music. 

 The Mizrahim eventually gained a modest sense of empowerment with the success of 

the right-wing nationalist Likud party in 1977.  Likud was mostly supported by working-

class Mizrahim, and political advancement gave them a sense of pride.  Some even attribute 

the rising popularity of Musiqa Mizrahit42 to the political success of Likud. 

 Other cultural processes not related to politics were also in play.  The Ashkenazi-

established culture in Israel had largely excluded any music from Middle Eastern cultures in 

the effort to promote shirei eretz Yisrael as the new state-sponsored genre of music, which 

was intended to unify the various ethnic groups and to introduce new immigrants to Israeli 

culture.  In the1950’s and 1960’s, even though there was a large influx of Mizrahim to Israel, 

all proto-Mizrahi music was completely absent from Israeli radio programming.  The Anti-

Arab attitude in Israel was strong and unmistakable.  Any music that resembled an Arab 

sound was dismissed.  It was too foreign, not Israeli enough, and did not fit into the accepted 

mainstream category of Israeli folk music.  In addition, the Ashkenazi-dominated culture did 

                                                
42 Eastern or oriental music that is the popular musical style associated with Jews who 
migrated to Israel from Arab or Muslim countries in North Africa or the Middle East.  
Mizrahi music is recognizable by its wide range of ethnic “colors,” including influences from 
Yeminite, Turkish, Greek, Arabic, Persian, Kurdish, and Moroccan musical styles. 
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not want to be associated with the lower-class Mizrahi Jews in any way, including the 

acceptance of their music.    

Mizrahi music gained an underground audience in the 70’s and 80’s, but the genre’s 

growth was stunted due to the poor quality of the cassette tape recordings.43  The 1980’s 

brought about technological improvements of Mizrahi music with the switch to digital 

recordings and CD production.  Cultural barriers such as which radio stations would play 

Mizrahi music began to break down in the 1980’s and into the 1990’s.  Finally, by the late 

90’s, Mizrahi music had achieved mainstream success in Israel, consistently topping the 

Israeli music charts.  In fact, Mizrahi music and musicians are seen today as authentically 

Israeli, and their music can be heard on nearly every radio station in Israel.  Galeet Dardashti 

points out, “the mainstream success of musika mizrahit not only made the sounds of Arab 

music begin to sound less foreign to Israelis but also emboldened Mizrahi and Palestiniean 

Israeli musicians interested in bringing more traditional Middle Eastern music to the fore.”44 

This new-found success is due in part to the Mizrahi Jews’ own efforts to preserve 

their cultural traditions in the process of assimilating into Israeli society.  While Mizrahi 

music provided an important outlet for self-expression and identity, it was also essential to 

the Mizrahim that their style of music be accepted into the wider Israeli culture.  The Mizrahi 

                                                
43 Mizrahi cassettes were available for purchase in areas frequented by the lower-class 
Mizrahi population such as in the Central Bus Station in Tel Aviv or the Mahane Yehudah 
market in Jerusalem.  It was during this early stage that Mizrahi music was nick-named, 
musiqat qasetot (cassette music), or musiqua shel ha-tachana ha-merkazi (music of the 
Central Bus Station). 
44 Galeet Dardashti, "Patronage and Expediency: The Deployment of Middle Eastern Music 
in Israel." PhD.,The University of Texas at Austin, 2009, 38. 
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community now views the broad enthusiasm for its music as symbolic of their newly gained 

cultural acceptance in Israeli society as a whole.45   

 This understanding is further documented by Benjamin Acosta in an article entitled 

“The Cultural Politics of Israel’s Mizrahim: From Marginalization toward Dominance,” in 

which he defines three factors for the cultural and political rise of Israel’s Mizrahi 

population.  First, despite being encouraged to assimilate, the Mizrahi population maintained 

their cultural traditions, found strength to overcome discrimination and even broke down 

negative stereotypes attached to “Mizrahi.”  Second, many Ashkenazim recognized that their 

stereotypes of Mizrahi Jewry were exaggerated and excessive.  Over time they eventually 

accepted and adopted many Mizrahi practices and symbols.  Finally, “the failure of the Oslo 

peace process validated the Mizrahi views on Jewish-Muslim relations and consequently 

delegitimized the primary political party of the Ashkenazi elite.”46 

 Ultimately, as intimated by Gringrass, the loyalty of the Mizrahim to their traditions 

and their religious fervor has established the legitimacy of their music.  It is interesting to note 

that for many years young Mizrahi kids were embarrassed by their parents’ Hebrew accents 

and ashamed of the “ethnic” music to which their families listened.  They tried so hard to fit 

into the Ashkenazi-driven culture in Israel.  Now, in the 90’s and 00’s, the overall acceptance 

of Mizrahi traditions is evidenced by Israel’s curiosity and interest in supporting a piyut47 

revival (to be explored later in this chapter), in which some of those same Mizrahi children 

have played an important role.  During the same period Mizrahi musicians have achieved 

                                                
45 Ibid.  
46 Benjamin Acosta, "The Cultural Politics of Israel’s Mizrahim: From Marginalization 
toward Dominance." Culture Critique , 1-15, March 2011, 1. 
47 Liturgical poetry that have been sung regularly in Sephardic communities for generations 
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mega success in the music industry. 

 It can be ascertained that the cultural and spiritual renaissance in Israel is a direct result 

of the key political factors and societal developments described above.  Having proposed 

these phenomena as the impetus for this renaissance, we will now examine the most 

successful and influential trends in Israeli society that grew out of these key societal 

developments, beginning with the establishment of liberal batei midrash in the 1990’s and 

continuing with the birth of the piyut revival which followed soon after. 

 In the early 1990’s Israeli culture welcomed the development of liberal batei midrash 

(houses of Jewish study), modeled after traditional batei midrash, but with a contemporary, 

pluralistic twist.  In liberal batei midrash there is no adherence to halachah, and men and 

women study together.  In Israel’s cultural and spiritual renaissance, liberal batei midrash 

have provided meaningful access to Jewish engagement for secular seekers.  According to 

Adina Newberg in the Israel Studies Forum, “they represent an attempt to connect and 

reconnect to the sources of Jewish learning and strive to reconcile universalistic and 

pluralistic aspects of Israelis’ identity with their Jewish identity that has been dormant since 

the establishment of the State of Israel.”48  The ever-present conflict with the Palestinians 

causes life in Israel to be extremely difficult, leading to existential questions that leave 

Israelis thirsty for answers.  Part of their quest is an exploration and re-examination of Jewish 

identity and its role within Israeli society, an activity perfectly suited to the progressive batei 

midrash. 

 Interestingly, the demand for the creation of institutions of this kind began as early as 

1967 in the aftermath of the Six-Day War, when issues such as life and death, power and 

                                                
48 Newberg, 101.   
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occupation affected young Israelis.49  There was additional demand for study programs 

during the Lebanon War (1982) and during the first Intifada (1987-1993), when “Israelis 

were again faced with existential questions about themselves in relation to Israel and their 

reasons for living as Jews in a bloody and painful part of the world.”50  As discussed earlier, 

Rabin’s assassination in 1995 was also a major catalyst for a quest for identity and meaning 

as Israelis entered a period of soul searching.  “The deepening schism between religious and 

secular Jews which followed the assassination of Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin in 1995 

generated a desire to engage in a dialogue through the mutual study of Jewish texts.  The 

study of Jewish sources was now regarded as a basis for the renewal of collective Jewish 

Israeli solidarity.”51     

 As part of closing the gap between religious and secular Jews, many secular Israelis 

reached the point of craving a new connection to their Jewish roots.  The Shenhar 

Commission (1994) investigated the nature of Jewish studies in Israeli education, concluding 

that the study of Tanach in school was the only connection Israelis had to their Jewish roots.  

Secular Zionism had not introduced them to great Jewish thinkers such as Rambam, who 

could provide guidance around existential issues such as mortality, belonging, loss and 

pain.52  One liberal batei midrash student exclaims, “I don’t need to live in Israel if I will 

only be guided by Freud and Foucault.  I might as well live in France or the United States.  

What is the big difference?  If I am here I need to understand those who connect me to this 

place.”53  This student, along with many other Israelis, was craving intellectual and moral 

                                                
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid.   
52 Ibid., 100 
53 Ibid.   
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guidance from a Jewish perspective in order to navigate their own tumultuous relationship 

with Israel.  Another participant in liberal batei midrash, who found the study of Jewish texts 

to be an essential aspect of his life, recalls feeling lonely and desperate during his service in 

the Lebanon war.  He promised himself that, if he survived, he would “try to understand what 

is so special about Israel- its land, its history, and its people.”54  This pluralistic engagement 

in text study expresses a personal and national yearning for connection to something greater 

than the individual.  Adina Newberg suggests that the students’ strong bond to Judaism, 

juxtaposed with the feeling of alienation to anything religious and traditionally Jewish, 

creates this yearning.55  

 Today there are over a hundred programs throughout Israel that offer Israelis the 

opportunity to study Jewish text in a pluralistic framework.  It is important to note that 

Panim, an independent non-profit umbrella organization promoting religious pluralism and 

Jewish renaissance in Israel, provides resources and advocacy for these programs.  In the 

1990’s Panim adopted the expression “Jewish renewal in Israel” to market their intention to 

“make meaningful and diverse Jewish cultural experiences the birthright of all Israeli Jews, 

and work towards long-term, national reform that will make pluralistic Judaism an ever-

present and key factor influencing all aspects of the public agenda.” (Panim Website-

http://en.panim.org.il/) 

 Although the exact structure and curriculum of each batei midrash program varies 

slightly, each program promotes a commitment to study, student participation, openness to 

finding personal meaning in the text, lack of dogma and censorship, and encouragement of 
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students to explore and push their own boundaries.56  While the majority of the student 

population is non-observant, many programs encourage both religious and non-religious 

students to study together. 

 Adina Newberg has concluded from her interviews and observations with batei 

midrash participants between 2000-2003 that these Israelis seek hitchabrut (connection) to 

the Jewish people, to the ‘other,’ to the spirit, to a different kind of Zionism and to God.57  

One student explained the purpose of study as finding “live connections to who we are.”58  

Another student said, “The purpose is to be a link in the culture that is generations old- to be 

a part that receives and gives in a chain of Israeli culture.”59  The connection to ‘the other’ 

refers to breaking down barriers in Israeli society that relate to Haredi anti-Zionists, 

Palestinians or religious settlers in the West Bank, bridging the political-philosophical gaps 

through communication.60  Connection to the spirit encompasses openness to self-expression 

and an inward exploration of the soul.  Connection to a different kind of Zionism means 

finding a way to fuse liberal, universalistic philosophies with Jewish identity.61  Finally, 

finding a connection to God is often a result of the personally and communally inspiring 

experience of this sacred work.        

 In the last twenty years many studies have examined the impact that liberal batei 

midrash have had on Israeli society.  It is clear that the positive experiences in these study 

communities have encouraged students to pursue social action opportunities and ritual 

practice.  Later I will explore the emergence of ritual and prayer practice in secular 

                                                
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Ibid. 



 32 

communities in greater detail in chapter 4, as it is a major trend in Israel’s cultural and 

spiritual renaissance, with important links to emerging music. 

 In addition to the establishment of liberal batei midrash in the 1990’s, the other major 

cultural trend in the post-Zionist cultural and spiritual renaissance is the piyut revival.  

Similar to the underlying intention of the liberal batei midrash, the piyut revival aims to 

break down barriers between different groups of Israelis, as well as to promote a vast array of 

Jewish ethnic cultures through education.  In fact, the piyut revival directly builds on the 

success of the liberal batei midrash by providing another medium in the search for cultural, 

spiritual and religious identity.  Musicologist Dr. Edwin Seroussi asserts that  

performance of piyutim has lasted until today because it has always had a wide range 

of social purposes beyond the religious meanings of its texts.  It symbolizes a direct 

connection between the past and the present, bridging between different geographical 

locations, embodying the historical continuity of the use of Hebrew language, and 

finding a link between past creators and transmitters of piyut traditions and our own 

time.62   

 The creation of piyutim (liturgical poetry) dates back to sixth century Palestine, and the 

art of the piyut flourished in the Golden Age of Spain during the Middle Ages, when Jews 

lived under Arab rule.63  “The piyutim composed here described the faith, longing, love, 

suffering, and sorrow of the Jews, who were living mostly in the Diaspora.64  The piyut 

traditions varied from one country to the next but always served to maintain the sense of 
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Jewish community, often strengthening hopes of the eventual return to Zion.”65  In the period 

of late antiquity and onward, piyutim were used as prayer embellishments in synagogue 

worship.   

 From the 16th through the 20th centuries, piyut played a large role in the lives of Middle 

Eastern Jews.  Sadly, with the immigration of most Mizrahim to Israel in the 1950’s, many 

Jewish traditions and customs, including piyut practices, were lost in the assimilation to the 

new Israeli culture.  The current piyut revival is an exciting cultural phenomenon that seeks 

to re-establish piyut as a relevant and engaging practice in Israel. 

 In 2002 the Hillel House of Hebrew University partnered with The Avi Chai 

Foundation66 in a program called Yedidi Ha-Shakhahta (“my friend, have you forgotten?”), 

exposing college students to Mizrahi piyutim in an effort to strengthen and explore their 

Jewish identity.  The project was a success and expanded to offer weekly classes and 

monthly concerts pairing a popular Israeli musician with a paytan.  Similar initiatives soon 

began at Hillel Houses in other large Israeli universities.   

 Also founded in 2002 was the groundbreaking Avi Chai supported program, Kehillot 

Sharot, (“singing communities”).  Yossi Ohana, a Moroccan Jew and Mizrahi rights activist, 

who immigrated to Israel in the 1950’s at the age of six, founded the project.  As an adult, 

Ohana felt that he had lost his Mizrahi traditions.  In an effort to fill a void and reconnect to 

his roots, he began studying texts, including piyutim.  Several years later, on the heels of the 

success of the liberal batei midrash, in the midst of the cultural renaissance and at a time 

when Middle Eastern music was gaining popularity in Israel, he gained funding from the Avi 
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aspires to encourage Jewish study and literacy among secular Israeli Jews so that they can 
become active and knowledgeable partners in the shaping of Jewish life in Israel.   
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Chai foundation to launch kehilot sharot.  Ohana’s specific goals were to expose piyut as a 

form of Jewish expression, encourage reflection and strengthening of Jewish identity, and 

unite people of different Jewish backgrounds through love of poetry and music.67  He also 

intended to strengthen the weak sense of community in Israel and to stimulate Jewish 

revival.68 

 The kehillot sharot singing groups exist throughout Israel and meet once a week for 

two and a half hours.  A facilitator and a rotating guest paytan lead the group, focusing on 

different piyut traditions such as Andalusian (North African), Babylonian (Iraqi) and the 

Sephardi-Yerushalmi tradition (Turkish and Syrian influences).69  The members of each 

group are quite diverse in background and reflect a mix of women and men, Ashkenazi and 

Mizrahi, religious and secular, young and old.  The session consists of studying the piyut 

text, learning about the cultural and musical traditions of the specific study unit, and singing.  

Moshe Silberschein, a participant in kehillot sharot and professor at the Jerusalem campus of 

Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, says that some of the most significant 

cultural sharing occurs during the break in the middle of the session.  He says that breaking 

down ethnic barriers is as important as studying and singing piyutim.  Silberschein also 

admits that he didn’t realize he was a victim of “Zionistic New Jew culture” until joining 

kehilot sharot.  The group has also helped him rediscover his own Ashkenazi tradition from a 

different outlook and has given him a new appreciation for his own roots.   

 One example of a barrier being transcended in kehilot sharot arose from the initial 

resistance among some ultra-Orthodox paytanim to hearing women sing.  Eventually this 
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tension dissipated as the paytanim realized the importance of full participation by everyone 

in the group.  They resolved the issue of kol ishah by explaining that “their teaching of mixed 

groups is part of a unique path for bringing people closer to Jewish tradition.”70  In a similar 

vein, secular participants came to appreciate traditional garb as representing something 

different than their preconceived notion of ultra-Orthodox Jews.  The whole experience 

promotes a meaningful encounter that moves beyond judgment and cultural assumptions.   

 In 2005-2006, the remarkable website Hazmanah l’Piyut (“An Invitation To Piyut”) 

was launched, providing the most comprehensive piyut resource to date.  The site offers 

information about kehilot sharot, as well as articles on piyut, hundreds of piyutim and 

thousands of musical recordings from various traditions.  The website aims to preserve the 

tradition of piyut while also inspiring new and creative contemporary uses for this unique 

expression of Judaism.  “Throughout Jewish history the piyut has been a tool of both 

entertainment and meaning for people searching for their roots.  Today it is telling a story of 

the connection between Jewishness and Israeli identity as elements that link the traditional 

and contemporary world.”71  

 One unforeseen connection between traditional and contemporary that has grown out of 

the piyut revival has been its influence on Israeli pop and rock stars.  Once these famous 

Israeli musicians began collaborating with well-known paytanim on joint concerts, they 

themselves became inspired by the ancient piyut tradition.  They actually requested their own 

Israeli-musician kehillot sharot group, where they could study and learn piyut together.  It 

wasn’t long before these musicians began incorporating piyut into their own music, and in 

2004, many of Israel’s most famous musicians participated in a concert called “Yehuda 
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Halevi on the Corner of Ibn Gabirol.”  The success of this concert proved that the piyut 

movement was having a major impact on Israeli culture.  Chapter 3 will explore this 

phenomenon of popular Israeli musicians experimenting with piyutim in greater detail.   

 In summary, the maturation of Israeli society has resulted in a migration away from its 

strict Zionist roots toward an environment that is more receptive to religious language, 

thought and culture among supposedly secular Jews.  Political developments have caused 

non-Orthodox Israelis to increasingly seek out greater spiritual meaning in their lives.  

Mizrahi citizens over time have risen to the fore, and their religious sensibilities have had a 

compelling impact on the greater culture.  The non-Orthodox population has become 

energized around Jewish learning in ways that have contributed to the revival of piyut as an 

art-form, and the establishment of kehillot sharot as the latest outcropping of the tradition of 

Israeli communal singing.  All of these factors have influenced the way sacred themes and 

texts have flourished in the general musical culture, and how nonconventional prayer 

communities (and their music) have become an exciting frontier of Israeli spiritual life. 
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Chapter 3 

The Fusion Phenomenon: Jewish Texts in Popular Music  

 

“In mixing and smudging the secular and the religious, East and West, the Hebrew language 

and top artists, it could be that the Israeli music scene is finally beginning to play a new 

Jewish melody.”72  

 

 “Father, oh merciful Father.  Be to me a trusted soul mate.  Cushion my heart in Your 

faith.  Lend to me awe at the sound of Your Name.”  These poignant words make up the 

chorus of Kobi Oz’s “Prayer of the Secular,” from his newest CD, Mizmorei 

N’vuchim,“Psalms for the Perplexed.”  This fervent and honest personal prayer juxtaposes in 

the same song such a broad array of religious, social and political commentary that a listener 

might reasonably wonder if Oz is endorsing Judaism or opposing it.  He jabs a Haredi man 

for fearing God and acting like a systematic robot.  He questions whether the Reform 

Movement has reinterpreted Judaism or created an entirely different religion.  Later in the 

song he says, “Bless Thy children of all kinds, both religious and also secular.”  In the end, it 

seems that, through a modern Israeli lens, Oz is raising questions about the complexities of 

life and religion as a means of struggling with, and ultimately reconnecting to, his own 

Jewish roots. 

 Whether through modern midrash on a sacred text, reviving an old melody in a 

contemporary way, or writing new music to the ancient words of a piyut (or any rabbinical or 

liturgical text), Israeli musicians are inspired by our Jewish heritage, and they are motivating 
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others to listen with care, and to look within their Jewish identity for answers.  In this chapter 

we will trace the major influences and defining traits underlying the rapid expansion of 

popular music that incorporates sacred texts and themes, with reference to its leading figures.  

We will characterize the two primary streams of individuals composing such music: those 

returning to a religious identity, and those whose orientation remains secular.  We will then 

examine in detail the artistry of two prominent composers in this genre, Kobi Oz and 

Yonatan Razel. 

This is an exciting and significant time in the evolution of Israeli music.  The line 

between sacred and secular is blurred, and the majority of Israelis seem to embrace and 

welcome having that middle ground.  Robbie Gringrass comments as follows on the secular 

and religious communities’ mutual embrace of popular music with religious undertones: “a 

common searching and a shared grappling with Israeliness, modernity and Judaism seems to 

be far more compelling and uniting than denominational definitions would have us 

believe.”73 

 The vibrant emerging phenomenon of a thought-provoking exploration of religious 

themes and texts ultimately marks a return to traditional Jewish roots.  This ever-expanding 

and far-reaching trend can be experienced in music of all genres, including rap, rock, reggae, 

folk and even classical music.  The funk rap band Hadag Nachash included a cover of Avihu 

Medina’s Shab’chi Yerushalayim (Psalm 147) on its 2006 CD, B’ezrat Ha’Jam (With the 

Help of Jam)  In 2007 rocker Meir Banai released Sh’ma Koli, “Hear My Voice,” a CD of 

adaptations of ancient piyutim.  And in 2006 Ovadia Hamama shot out of obscurity with his 

acclaimed Ana B’koach, which was played on radio stations throughout Israel and embraced 
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by the country as a communal prayer transcending societal boundaries.     

 The roster of popular Israeli musicians exploring Jewish texts as a source of musical 

inspiration appears to be endless: Shlomo Gronich, Ehud Banai, Kobi Oz, Etti Ankri, Berry 

Sacharov, Yonatan and Aharon Razel, Idan Reichel and Shuli Rand, just to name a few.  And 

what is the common thread among the plethora of Israeli musicians who are all singing 

religious texts?  It seems that the uniting motivation is a common desire to break the mold, to 

overturn prejudices, to bring people together and to remind them of their essential Jewish 

heritage.   

Popular Mizrahi religious singer Gad Elbaz is “on a mission from God” to bring 

together religious and non-religious Jews around the world.74  Elbaz is waging a war “against 

narrow-mindedness on both sides of the religious-secular spectrum in Israel and among Jews 

worldwide.”75  Elbaz says, “my ambition is to bring a non-religious audience closer to 

spirituality.  I think they’re very open and will embrace the message if given the 

opportunity.”76  Kobi Oz, known for infusing his music with social and political commentary, 

says that his CD, Mizmorei N’vuchim, referenced above, is a message for all Jews, not only 

for Israeli Jews.77  He aims to strengthen the brotherhood of Judaism.78  Similarly, folk-rock 

musician Shuli Rand, a Breslov Chassid, aims to reconnect Jews to their Judaism.  He 

                                                
74 David Brinn, "A Mission from Gad." The Jerusalem Post, www.JPost.com, September 11, 
2008. 
75 Ibid. 
76 Ibid. 
77 Kobi Oz Video Interview, Makom Israel.  
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believes that culture, specifically music, is the bridge for bringing together the secular and 

religious communities.79   

 In exploring this phenomenon in Israeli music, it is important to understand the 

Jewish backgrounds of these musicians who are so committed to preserving and sharing 

Jewish ideas and texts with their audiences in the public, and presumably secular, arena.  

Generally, these musicians fit into one of two categories: those who have formally returned 

to traditional Judaism, and those who still identify as secular. 

 The first category, that of Israeli musicians who are chozrim bit’shuvah,80 was 

foreshadowed by the famous Israeli film director, actor and comedian, Uri Zohar, who 

became a chozer bit’shuvah in the late 1970’s, and who became an emblematic public figure 

through his return to the Orthodox community.81  “Zohar symbolized the irreconcilability 

between two cultural realities that fervently denied each other’s relevance, even though they 

were ‘stuck’ together in the same small country.”82  In fact, secular Jews often experienced 

chazarah bit’shuvah as a “physical and emotional rupture, a tragic separation from the person 

who chose to follow the paths of Torah.”83  

 As evidenced by today’s popular musical trends, this irreconcilability between 

religious and secular is fading away, displaced by efforts to bridge the gap.  While Uri Zohar 

certainly set the stage in the 1970’s for many famous Israeli artists to follow in his footsteps, 

the trend of returning to religion has now become much more accepted by Israeli society.  

                                                
79 Shuli Rand Video Interview, Shuli Rand Wants to Reconnect Jews to Judaism, Ynetnews, 
May 2010. 
80 Literally “returning in repentance.”  A term that refers to a person who chooses to become 
orthodox by returning to one’s faith.  Interchangeable with the term ba’alei teshuva.  
81"A Song for Many Voices: The Soul of Secular Israel,” Shalom Hartman Institute Blog 
post, June 2009.   
82 Ibid. 
83 Ibid. 



 41 

This is demonstrated by the fact that the Israeli public embraces many openly religious, 

popular Israeli musicians who are fusing their passion for prayer with their passion for music.  

They speak about their devotion to God in a public forum, they dress in traditional clothing 

and they grapple with their own questions about religion in the texts of their music.  Shuli 

Rand, whose 2008 CD, N’kuda Tova, “Good Point,” based on Rebbe Nachman’s teachings, 

says these words on his single, Ayeka (translation from 

http://www.creedia.com/content/shuli-rands-ayeka-where-are-thou):  

God, if we can talk candidly, sometimes I don’t have the strength to be in Your 

world.  Should I hide from Your face?  What can I state?  What should I justify, what 

should I speak?  Merciful and compassionate One, revealed here before you is a Jew 

hanging on by a hair’s thread.  Fighting sadness through despair that gnaws like a 

worm, happiness has fled me, and so has my reason.  Voices from the past whisper 

for me to stop, but I keep on striving in the darkness.  And ask, and request, where art 

thou? 

The reality of a religious man performing folk-rock music for a mixed crowd of Orthodox 

and secular Jews, singing original compositions that bring to light his own doubts and 

theological questions, is proof that Israeli society has become more accepting of this public 

dialogue with religion.  Rand also argues that the paradigm of Uri Zohar’s revolution thirty 

years ago—changing your personality and breaking who you were in order to return to 

religion—is no longer the standard.  Rand believes that chozrei bit’shuvah are now adopting 
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a new type of Judaism that allows them to remain who they are while incorporating their new 

values and essence into their core identity.84     

 Not only has the act of becoming chozrim bit’shuvah become more accepted in Israeli 

society, it has also become less black and white in its definition.  Musicians Meir and Evyatar 

Banai each underwent a public process of chazara bit’shuva and continued their professional 

musical careers after their personal transformation.  In a newspaper interview, Evyatar Banai 

asked Meir, “From which religious genre do you come?”  Meir replied, “I am a freelancer; all 

those divisions are long gone.  Passé.”85  This suggests that the new type of Judaism has a 

post-denominational tendency that is not specifically Orthodox or Reform. 

 In addition to breaking down religious and secular barriers, Etti Ankri, dubbed a 

“rock genius” and a “poet of Israeli spirituality,” is fusing her Sephardic (Tunisian) roots 

with Ashkenazic traditions.  In concerts, Ankri weaves a Chassidic story from Poland into her 

dialogue before performing her famous midrash song about the Exodus from Egypt, 

punctuated by rhythms from her Mizrahi roots.86  Ankri became ba’alat teshuva in 2001 and 

continues to perform in front of mixed audiences of men and women.  Her latest CD, which 

was received warmly by critics and audiences alike, is a collection of the poetry of Rabbi 

Yehuda Halevi set to her original music compositions.        

 The second category of artists driving the expansion of religious themes and language 

within the popular culture still identify themselves as secular Jews.  They feel proud of their 

Judaism and want to express that pride through music.  Some have rediscovered their 

                                                
84 Shuli Rand Video Interview, Shuli Rand Wants to Reconnect Jews to Judaism, Ynetnews, 
May 2010. 
85 Ibid.   
86 Gringrass 
 



 43 

heritage through personal study, in the batei midrash or the piyut movement, or on their own, 

and this has influenced the creation of their new music.   

 In 2005, iconic musician Shlomo Gronich87 began his own personal exploration of 

creating music for biblical texts after being inspired by the words of Ilu Finu from the 

Shabbat morning liturgy.  Riding high on a wave of inspiration and spiritual enlightenment, 

Gronich composed settings to twenty new prayers within one week.  In speaking about his 

connection to the text, he says, “I think ancient lyrics have so much power just because they 

are so old.  They gather so much power during the thousands of years.  It feels so pure and 

clean and fresh and good to sing these lyrics, especially today when the radio and everything 

around us seems to go into fashion music and fragments.  I find it a very quality and 

refreshing experience.”88  Similarly, renowned Israeli world musician Idan Reichel talks 

about his connection to using biblical texts: “I use the Bible because all the most important 

and beautiful things have already been said, so the best that I can probably do is repeat them.  

There is simply no greater love song than what you find in the Book of Psalms.”  These 

musicians gain access to meaning not by returning to traditional Judaism as a practice, but 

rather through the beauty and provenance of sacred literature. 

 Another secular Israeli artist who has found meaning in sacred texts and encountered 

huge success through religiously-informed material is Ovadia Hamama.  His 2006 CD, 

Shamayim Va’aretz, “Heaven and Earth,” explores spiritual issues that bear on the reality of 

the Israeli experience.  His modern interpretations of ancient prayers spring to life with richly 

                                                
87 Shlomo Gronich, one of Israel’s most well-known musicians, has released 18 albums since 
he began recording music in the early 1970’s.  He is recognized as having a unique musical 
style that combines elements of different music genres, including Shirei Eretz Yisrael, rock, 
rhythm and blues, Mizrahi, Klezmer and Middle-Eastern. 
88 Ben Bresky, "A-7 Interview with Musicial Star Shlomo Gronich - Inside Israel - News - 
Israel National News." Israel National News, June 2008.  
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orchestrated textures.  Highlighted on the cover of his CD is a stirring image of a pair of clear 

hands holding a sphere with sea, sky, earth and a dove.  At the center is the old city of 

Jerusalem sending a white beam of light up to the heavens.  Hamama sits on a cloud in the 

sky, hunched over his guitar, gazing down toward the earth.  He says that he is “looking with 

eyes who are constantly searching for poetry, and who find it usually in the place where man 

is torn between the opposites.”89  This visual portrays the disc as a powerful and imaginative 

creation and expression of the Jewish spirit.  Hamama does not identify as religious, but he 

wears a kippah when he does “holy things,” such as going to synagogue or singing religious 

songs on stage.90  He is not interested in being pigeonholed in a box.   

I wonder if all people have to be the same.  From my point of view, not all have to be 

the same or wear the same clothes or have the same positions on everything.  That’s 

what makes things interesting in life.  Each person has to do t’shuvah on his life, on 

his behavior, on his music.  My music is religious, and I do hope my character is 

religious, and by that I mean pure and from the soul and having good intentions.91 

Hamama has an optimistic, simple message that he tries to convey in all of his music: that 

prayer can be a vehicle for change.  He says,  

I believe in the power of music.  I believe it can work on your soul.  It can make you 

feel better, and in that way it’s a very holy instrument.  It’s not only to help you be 

popular.  For me, music can change the atmosphere and the energy of people and in 

that way, can even change the world.92 

                                                
89 Timora Lesinger, "Jewish Rock in the Holy Land." Ynet. Ynetnews, January 29, 2007.  
90 Ben Bresky, "Ovadia Hamama, Famous for 'Ana Bekoach' Hit, Releases New CD." Israel 
National News, May 6, 2009.  
91 Ibid. 
92 Ibid. 
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For Hamama, then, the music itself, rather than a formal religious discipline, is an instrument 

of t’shuvah. 

In order to further understand this phenomenon of spiritual expression within popular 

music, the remainder of this chapter will treat two popular musicians in greater detail.  By 

investigating the upbringing, religious background and expressive style of these contrasting 

personalities, who represent unique musical and spiritual points of view, it will be possible to 

better understand the highly individualized nature of this medium.   

 Kobi (nickname for Yaakov) Oz, known for his provocatively probing lyrics, biting 

satire and cutting-edge Eastern-inspired popular music, grew up in the development town of 

Sderot with his Tunisian parents.  At the age of fifteen, Oz was already playing and 

composing music, and he got his musical break by playing keyboards in the group S’fatayim, 

who blended Israeli Moroccan styles with rock music.  By the early 1990’s, Oz formed the 

infamous band, Teapacks, often credited with paving the way toward the legitimization of 

Middle Eastern music in Israel.93  In 2008 Teapacks represented Israel in the Eurovision 

Song contest with their politically charged and controversial “Push the Button,” which 

comments on Iran’s nuclear ambitions.   

 Beginning in 2005, Oz began five years of Jewish study with various organizations, 

“soaking in the rich marinade of Judaism.”94  This culminated in his performance in the 2009 

Piyut Festival in Jerusalem.  His material from this experience blossomed into his next solo 

CD project, “Songs for the Perplexed.”  Around the same time in 2009, his band, Teapacks, 

disbanded.  On his transition from singing with Teapacks to becoming a solo artist, Oz says, 

                                                
93 Shimon, Kamoun Ben. "Reconnecting Roots." www.JPost.com. Jerusalem Post, 2 May 
2010. Web. 07 Jan. 2013. 
94 Ibid. 



 46 

Teapacks wanted to bring different sounds and voices into Israeliness, but today I feel 

that I am more Jewish than Israeli.  I haven’t become religious, nothing dramatic has 

happened.  But facing the colonialism that has tried to control us through branding, I 

stick to my Judaism, and I won’t be branded as religious or anything else.  This is an 

artistic development, not a trend.95   

Despite being on his own, Oz continued to gain popularity as a solo performer, songwriter 

and producer, even as he helped discover new talents in Israel such as the popular rap group, 

Hadag Nachash (Snake Fish). 

 He toured Israel experimenting with the new religiously-inspired music until he felt 

comfortable enough to record “Songs for the Perplexed.”  Oz commented that live audiences 

received the new material positively, and that he was proud to perform for people who were 

reconnecting to their Jewish roots.96  Despite his fears of being dubbed a newly religious 

musician, he recorded Mizmorei Nevuchim97 anyway.  He was able to successfully convey 

his personal truths, which integrate a religious sensibility with contemporary Israeli life, to 

both public and critical acclaim.  In fact, one journalist points out, “Oz has recognized that 

Israelis are hungry for significance and meaning in their popular music and for relevance to 

the issues that are increasingly engaging the public—poverty, corruption, lack of political 

leadership and the role of religion.”98  Oz successfully balances religion, political 

commentary and his characteristic satire throughout the CD. 

                                                
95 Ibid.   
96 Ibid.   
97 In 2011, Oz released Mizmorei Nosafim, “Some More Psalms” as a follow up to the 
Mizmorei Nevuchim. 
98 Ben Kamoun Shimon, "Reconnecting Roots," Jerusalem Post, www.JPost.com, May 2, 
2010.  
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 When reflecting on some of his musical contemporaries who have become chozrim 

bitshuvah, who are also expressing ancient texts with new musical interpretations, Oz says he 

prefers his method.  “I like to reflect on those texts and the music from my place, from Tel 

Aviv, from having fun on the beach in Tel Aviv.  This is a special space and it doesn’t 

involve being disguised as a Jew in Poland in the early 1900’s.  I try to bring it here to these 

modern times and talk with it and not go there.”99 

 Though Oz did not grow up religious, he is proud of his Mizrahi Jewish roots and 

feels inspired to express his unique connection to Judaism in “Songs for the Perplexed.”  Oz 

explains in a video interview that he believes Zionism robbed his grandfather of being able to 

express his Jewish Tunisian way of life when he moved to Israel.  Encouraged to assimilate 

in the new Israeli society, Jews from the Diaspora had to wipe away their past in order to fit 

in.  Oz believes his family’s story is more ancient and significant than roughly one century of 

Zionism.  As a result, Oz wanted to study great Jewish texts, so he could preserve his 

grandfather’s story by carrying the history on his own back.  Oz feels responsible for 

reintroducing Jewish thought and Mizrahi traditions into Israeli society, something he says 

Zionism forgot.100  At this point in his life, he recognizes that as a teen he viewed his 

grandfather’s musical tradition as unappealing, favoring the pop music from London.  

Entering middle age (41), Oz is ready to embrace his Tunisian heritage and reconnect with 

his grandfather’s world.  

   Oz’s grandfather, Rabbi Nissim Messika, was a paytan and a Rabbi in Tunisia who 

wrote and sang piyutim.  After his arrival in Israel, he recorded hundreds of piyutim as an 

effort to preserve this tradition, having realized that it was not part of mainstream Israeli 
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culture.  Oz’s family found the cassette recordings of the piyutim after his death.  In “Songs 

for the Perplexed,” Oz sings a duet with his late grandfather.  He accomplishes this by 

combining one of the piyut recordings, illustrative of his grandfather’s ancient-sounding 

Hebrew and ethnic singing style, with Oz’s own contemporary language and vocal manner. 

   Elohai begins with Oz’s grandfather chanting the words of an ancient piyut that reads, 

“You are the Lord my G-d.  You are the Lord who gathers the scattered of Israel.  Gather our 

scattered from four corners of the earth.  And send the Messiah, our King David, son of 

Peretz.”  Immediately the listener is transported to an ancient Sephardic culture through the 

Arabic-style melismatic ornamentation (silsulim in Hebrew) and nasal tone.  Oz drops a 

steady percussive beat under his Grandfather’s chanting, brilliantly re-contextualizing the 

ethnic melody in a pop music environment.  

 The song builds gradually, first adding block chords on the piano and then a catchy 

guitar riff.  As the piano swells, Oz himself enters with his modern interpretation of a 

personal prayer to God.  He sing-speaks in a casual conversational tone, as if he’s talking to a 

friend.  His words begin as an honest and open conversation with God.  “I have so much to 

tell You, yet You know everything.  I have so many requests to ask of You, but, regardless, 

You want the best for me.  I give You a little smile for every thing of beauty I notice, 

impressive or delicate.”  He then observes with some amusement that he’s embarrassed 

because he doesn’t know what to call God—Elohim or Elokim, embodying directly within 

the song the conversation between traditional and progressive Judasim.  

 The chorus comes in with a more prominent melody as Oz tells God that he has many 

“thank you’s” and “requests” to express, but his “thank you’s” always come out corny.  He 

uses rhyme and repetition in the chorus with the words “todot” (thanks) and “bakashot” 
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(requests), layering in some harmony on these two key words.  This gives some texture to the 

somewhat simplistic melodic line and reinforces the importance of the two textual elements, 

bringing out the relationship between the two aspects of prayer, todot and bakashot. 

 The second stanza asks God to send love to Oz’s deceased grandfather, and to relay 

the message that religious zealotry and extremism are rampant today in the Middle East.  

Still, he says with an air of refreshing optimism, “Despite everything, tolerance is bubbling 

beneath the surface…in the end, people just want to be united in the great Synagogue called 

the Land of Israel, where everyone is welcome to look up at the heavens, pray for rain and 

watch out for missiles.”  Notwithstanding the religious intolerance and physical danger that 

threaten Israelis on a regular basis, Oz still believes that, at the core, people are good and 

want to be united.  Accordingly, in contrast to the rest of the song, which is mainly Oz’s solo 

voice, harmonized voices sing the word b’yachad on a Mizrahi trill, making the word 

“together” or “united” stand out.  At the end of the song, he alternates between his chorus 

and his grandfather’s piyut, ultimately concluding with his grandfather’s unaccompanied 

voice, just as the song began.  This signifies that the tradition lives on, reminding us that the 

original piyut is the inspiration and basis for the whole piece, and reorienting us to the 

foundational relationship of grandson and grandfather. 

 Elohai contrasts the traditional and contemporary, the young and old, the harsh reality 

of life in Israel and the necessity of responding to that life with acceptance and humor.  Oz 

pays homage to his ancestry while concurrently speaking to the plight of modern day Israel, 

all the while conducting his own personal conversation with God.  One of the most 

compelling lines in the song compares the land of Israel to a large Synagogue.  Perhaps Oz is 

suggesting that at the heart of the matter is a group of people who want to belong to a 
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community that is spiritually fulfilling, unconditionally supportive and built upon the 

foundation of Jewish tradition. 

   Kobi Oz is making the connection between Jewish sources and current events in a 

cool, hip and relevant way.  He is thrilled that his music speaks to Jews of all religious 

persuasions, quipping that “this is what was meant to happen when we came to Israel.  All 

kinds of Jews sit at the same table and learn something together.”101  He presents questions 

and fears about religion and politics in an honest and skillful way that makes his music 

relational and restorative to Israelis across the board.  In a statement about why Zionism and 

Israeli-ism have limited Israel’s Judaic consciousness, Oz says, “My Israeliness could not 

contain people like me and my family.  Israeliness has been around for no more than 100 or 

200 years of our history.  ‘Psalms for the Perplexed’ is connected to Judaism, which is more 

than 2,000 years old, and, from my point of view, I feel like someone who’s left the 

aquarium and moved back into the ocean.”102  

 A second prominent Israeli musician stands in contrast to Kobi Oz by way of his 

religious orientation.  Yonatan Razel, newer to the Israeli popular music scene, is a 

phenomenally successful haredi musician who gained popularity in Israel with his 2007 

debut album, Sach Hakol,“All in All.”  Razel was born in New York to an American mother 

and a Dutch father, both psychologists, who met at New York University while studying in 

the same Doctoral program.  Michah and Carol Razel decided to move their family to Israel 

forty years ago when Yonatan was one year old.  The secular family settled in the richly 

cultured and religious Jerusalem neighborhood of Nachlaot.  Connecting to the spiritual 
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energy of the Nachlaot community, it wasn’t long before the entire family became ba’alei 

t’shuvah.  The entire Razel family still resides in Nachlaot to this day: Yonatan, his two 

brothers, Aharon and Yehuda, sister Ricka and Yonatan’s parents all live within two blocks 

of one another. 

 As a child, Razel says he was strongly influenced, religiously and musically, by the 

heavily Sephardic neighborhood in which he grew up.  Razel was so comfortable with his 

Sephardic surroundings that he didn’t even know the meaning of the word Ashkenazi.  From 

a young age, Razel was trained as a classical musician, studying piano, cello, composition 

and conducting.  As a young boy, his wide range of musical influences included the 

Sephardic music of his Persian Synagogue, Beit Yitzhak, his mother’s Beatles albums and his 

father’s and grandfather’s classical tastes, especially Bach and Beethoven.  As his classical 

studies progressed, he was also becoming more and more religious.  He served as a 

conductor in the Israel Defense Forces, in addition to playing in the army bands.  It was in 

the army that Razel was introduced to the secular rock world, and he continued to foster this 

interest subsequently through the teaching and guidance of rock stars Shlomo Artzi and Matti 

Caspi.  After completing his army service, Razel conducted the Israel Chamber Orchestra 

and the Raanana Symphony Orchestra, as well as conducting other orchestras around the 

world.  Razel was set to begin a master’s degree in Boston when he decided to choose a 

different path.   

I had an international career that was already happening, but I knew I had to change 

my route.  On a certain level classical music is very cold and isolating, and I needed 

people and spirituality.  I was religious, but I was surrounded by secular energy, and I 
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caught myself--I knew this wasn’t for me.  I had to find another way.  So I dropped 

off the scene and went to learn Torah.103 

Torn between the world of money and fame and his search as a Jew, Razel left the classical 

world to go work as a shepherd on a yishuv.  He then made his way to study in Yeshiva, 

where he found his true calling, spending the next decade immersed in intense Jewish 

learning.   

 He eventually found his way back to the music industry, beginning to work on his 

first album in the early 2000’s.  However, he had a difficult time finding a label to represent 

him, because record companies weren’t sure who his target audience would be.  They were 

skeptical of his style, which blended classical and popular music with religious texts that 

illustrated Razel’s search for God.  Apparently, Razel was a bit ahead of the now explosive 

trend synthesizing pop music and prayer.  Eventually proving the record labels wrong, Razel 

released three hit radio singles following the 2007 debut of Sach Hakol.  The compositions 

on this album represent a personal religious quest to explore the boundaries of faith and 

doubt.  Not surprisingly, given the current attraction to religious content in popular music, 

Razel has reported that secular Jews approach him saying, “I don’t believe in anything, but I 

find myself singing your music.”104  Razel’s album speaks to secular Israelis who thirst for 

music that reflects deep Jewish values.105  The album went gold, and, in 2008, Razel 

experienced more success with his hit duet, V’hi She’amdah (which he composed and 

arranged), collaborating with religious singer Yaakov Shwekey.  Razel was named “Singer of 
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the Year” by Ynet, and V’hi She’amdah won “Song of the Decade” according to the Israeli 

station Radio Kol Chai.   

 Razel leads a rich life, studying Torah all day, preparing to take the chief rabbinate 

s’michah exams, devoting late evenings to his music, and touring the country and world 

when time permits.  Somehow, miraculously, Razel is able to fit in quality family time with 

his devoted wife and four children.  Razel recently released his second full studio album, 

Bein Hatzlilim, “Between the Sounds,” produced by Evyatar Banai, which exhibits his 

accomplished background in orchestral conducting and arranging.  Like the first album, the 

songs on Bein Hatzlilim are either composed to, or inspired by, traditional Jewish texts.  The 

CD features many gorgeous pieces, including a fully orchestrated, classical interpretation of 

Niggun Belz.  Another noteworthy selection is Ashira, a poignant trio with his two brothers 

dedicated to the Alin Rehabilitation Hospital, where his 5-year-old daughter, Rivki, 

miraculously overcame a near fatal brain injury.  Razel takes the text from Psalms and sings 

“I trusted in Your kindness, and my heart rejoices in Your salvation.  I will sing to God who 

has been kind to me.” 

Va’ani T’filati is one of the most successful singles from Razel’s first album.  It is a 

beautiful and soul-stirring piece that expounds upon a person’s exploration of our 

relationship with God.  As the piece begins, Razel is playing a gentle, inviting, repetitive 

piano pattern that returns periodically in the accompaniment throughout.  Razel’s velvety 

voice enters above his simple yet soulful piano accompaniment, drawing us into the sacred 

journey of the song.  The opening text, Va’ani t’filati l’Chah eit ratzon, “Let my prayer be to 

You, oh God, at a favorable time,” is an excerpt from Mah Tovu, taken from Psalms 69:14.  

It sets in motion a highly personal conversation, beginning from the human perspective in 
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relationship with God.  Razel omits the word Adonai from the phrase in order to abide by 

traditional Jewish law of not using God’s Name improperly outside the context of actual 

prayer (a choice that, owing to Razel’s religious orientation, stands in contrast to the 

Elohim/Elokim inquiry of Kobi Oz’s song).  The omission of God’s Name imparts an 

informal, less austere feeling to God, who becomes accessible and approachable. 

The text continues with Razel’s own words, “Do you hear my voice?  Again I stand 

here naked before you.  Do you remember who I am?”  This image, reminiscent of Adam 

standing exposed in the Garden of Eden before God,106expresses the vulnerable state of a 

human being who beseeches God for comfort and reassurance.  This statement is sung in a 

straightforward, conversational tone, juxtaposed with the crescendo in the musical 

accompaniment and the intensity of the next line, which asks the question, “Do you 

remember who I am?”  The poet answers his own question: “It is me, the little one You 

placed in the garden, requesting, calling to You to come, to come to me, the person, because I 

need You in the world.”  The piano accompaniment fills out, supported by the entrance of 

percussion and a string section. 

As the next stanza begins, a solo string instrument plays a gorgeous, sweeping 

counter melody, perhaps accompanying the textual shift from the human perspective toward 

the Divine voice, which responds reassuringly:  “So if you hear a deep, deep voice within 

you, you will understand I haven’t left you.  If you hear a quiet, quiet voice within you, you 

will understand I haven’t left you.”  The expressive violin carries forward to the next line: “It 

is Me, God who created you, requesting, calling you to come, come to Me, to God, because I 

need you in the world.”  The violin crescendos at the peak of that phrase on the words, “to 

                                                
106 In the second stanza God addresses the narrator ha’adam, “human one,” and in the fourth 
as ben Adam, “son of Adam.” 
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me, to God,” as Razel brings out the importance of the word Elohim with a vocal 

embellishment.  The song reaches a climactic moment here, “because the world needs you, 

the human, because you are needed in the world,” with a coordinated increase of intensity in 

pitch, dynamics and musical accompaniment.  This passage is also emblematic of a 

characteristic Jewish melodic style, in which the vocal part exhibits a certain independence 

from the predominant meter and rhythm.  With Razel’s voice still ringing on the word 

ba’olam (“in the world”), the music makes a transition to the next section, which is a 

prayerful melding of niggun and jazz scat underscored by rich harmonies, coming together 

seamlessly to express the depth of this prayer. 

This leads into a musical interlude, followed by a brief reprise of the niggun.  The 

song concludes with Razel tenderly singing the chorus, but with the text changed from “Do 

You remember who I am?” to “are You with me?”  The final line of the song recedes 

dramatically in volume and tempo and is accompanied sparingly by simple harmonies on the 

piano, progressing through a jazz chord sequence that leaves the concluding question 

suspended in mid-air. 

Throughout Razel’s music, one can sense the encounter of Jewish spontaneity with 

both jazz and contemporary pop, so that the music itself embodies the cultural fusion that 

characterizes the inner life of its composer. 

 The citation from Robbie Gringrass that began this chapter states,” In mixing and 

smudging the secular and the religious…it could be that the Israeli music scene is finally 

beginning to play a new Jewish melody.”107   We have now seen how the “mixing and 

smudging” of secular and religious boundaries in Israeli popular music has resulted in a new 

                                                
107 Robbie Gringrass, "Israeli Rock Finds Religion," The Jewish Daily Forward, June 24,  
2009.  
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style of musical interpretation.  The rich Israeli musical tradition of drawing inspiration from 

biblical imagery has become expanded into a realm of acceptance within popular music that 

embraces and encompasses Jews from many streams of belief and practice.  Contemporary 

Israeli composers are reinterpreting the bible for this day and age, just as their predecessors 

such as Paul Ben-Haim, Moshe Vilensky and Noami Shemer did before them.  The new 

compositional style transcends conventional religious boundaries, melding together Jewish 

tradition, religious curiosity, different musical and ethnic persuasions, relevance to 

contemporary Israeli issues, and creative textual interpretation.  It is clear based on the artists 

and musical examples described above that this is an exciting and unique time in the 

evolution of Israeli music and its role in reinterpreting Jewish spirituality now and in the 

future. 
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Chapter 4 
 

 The Emergence of Independent Spiritual Communities  
 
 
 The renaissance in Israeli society that transcends the formerly strict boundaries 

between secular and religious is not limited to the reinterpretation of Jewish themes and texts 

in popular music.  Having explored aspects of Israel’s cultural and spiritual renewal, 

including the piyut revival and the establishment of liberal batei midrash as innovative arenas 

for experiencing Jewish texts and reconnecting with Jewish identity, we turn now to the 

domain of “secular” prayer.   

 The emergence of alternative prayer communities as a means for religious and 

spiritual expression is an outgrowth of the success of pluralistic text study programs.  The 

first half of this chapter will treat the role of these prayer communities within the context of 

broader Israeli culture, establishing their defining characteristics and exploring first-hand 

accounts from both leaders and participants.  The second half of the chapter will include a 

deeper look at three specific prayer communities that have achieved success and popularity: 

Niggun HaLev, Beit T’filah Israeli and Nava Tehila.  Yisraeli.  In each case we will delve 

into the community’s inception and goals, its leadership and the demographic range of its 

members and participants, and the components of its t’filah with an emphasis on the role of 

music. 

 According to Naama Azulay, leading expert in Israel’s Jewish Renewal Movement,108 

the growing interest and participation among secular Israelis in Jewish pluralistic activities—

                                                
108 The goal of these Jewish renewal groups is to enable Israeli Jews to articulate their Jewish 
identity in diverse ways, and to enhance the commitment to the revival of Jewish life on the 
individual and the collective levels.”  (Azulay and Tabory, 22.) 
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batei midrash, kehilot sharot and Jewish holiday observances—dates from the 1990’s.109 

Azulay asserts that as individuals became more Judaically knowledgeable, a new out-

cropping of spiritually-oriented communal organizations developed, laying the groundwork 

for the birth of secular Israeli prayer houses.110  Secular Israelis enjoyed studying sacred 

Jewish texts, such as the Talmud and Mishnah, and through this process they developed an 

urge to move beyond intellectual study, bringing Judaism into their lives in a personal and 

spiritual way.  It seemed like the next logical step in rediscovering and reclaiming their 

Judaism.  Between 2001 and 2008, thirty new batei t’filah, “houses of prayer,” were 

established in Israel.111  

 While the development of liberal prayer communities has proved successful, Azulay 

asserts that “the concept of Jewish secular worship” (including prayer, appeal to God, and 

some dimension of spirituality) is usually treated as an oxymoron in Israel.”112  Those in 

Orthodox circles argue that it is simply “not authentic Judaism.”113  Labeling these 

communities as traitors, they will not even recognize them as Jewish, because they operate 

without rules and disobey the Rabbis.114   One community member responds:  

I don’t believe that someone who observes religious law more strictly that I do is 

somehow better than I am.  I grew up in a religious environment, I have benefited 

from an excellent Jewish education, but I could never find a place for myself in 

                                                
109 Naama Azulay and Ephraim Tabory. "’A House of Prayer for All Nations": Unorthodox 
Prayer Houses for Nonreligious Israeli Jews." Sociological Papers Volume 13, 2008, 22-41. 
SOCIOLOGICAL INSTITUTE FOR COMMUNITY STUDIES BAR-ILAN UNIVERSITY, 
http://www.socpapers.org.   
110 Ibid., 25 
111 Ibid., 23. 
112 Ibid. 
113 Ibid. 
114 Eetta Prince-Gibson, "They're Doing It Their Way." The Jerusalem Report, June 22, 2009, 
6-11. 
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Orthodox Judaism.  In this individualistic world in which we live, it is difficult for a 

person with independent thought to live according to a codex that was written several 

hundred years ago, parts of which are simply not relevant to our world today.  I need 

to choose what is appropriate, what speaks to me as a woman, a mother, a Jewish 

Israeli.115  

Even beyond Orthodox communities, the general Israeli public has viewed prayer and 

holiness as foreign concepts in secular spheres.116  This is due in large part to the long-

standing divide between those who identify as secular and those who identify as religious.  

As stated in chapter 2, Israeli Jewish religiosity was shaped by the polarization that emerged 

between the religious and nonreligious populations as a result of secular Zionism’s rejection 

of traditional Orthodoxy.”117  As a result of this dichotomy, “secular” and “religious” became 

the only two acceptable categories by which Israelis could define themselves.  Many Israelis 

identified as secular because they didn’t want to be associated with the Orthodox, while other 

Israelis considered themselves secular because they believed that living in a Jewish State, 

speaking Hebrew and being with their family for Shabbat dinner was enough.  Now, in many 

instances, the strict distinction between “secular” and “religious” is beginning to be blurred.  

Itamar Lapid, the prayer leader of the congregation in the community of Shimsheet in the 

Lower Galilee says, “I hope the day will come when the distinction between secular and 

religious will be a thing of the past.  I don’t care about definitions, but rather creativity, 

which, by nature, breaks through boundaries.”118 

                                                
115 Ibid, 9. 
116 Azulay and Tabory, 22-41. 
117 Ibid, page 24 
118 Yair Sheleg, "Folk Songs and the Shema Blur the Religious-secular Divide," Haaretz,  June 
9, 2006.  
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 For the first time in Israel’s history, there are now many communities in which a 

“secular” Israeli can pray, connect to God and experience spirituality through non-

conventional, non-Orthodox pathways.  The founders of these communities were determined 

to create a new approach to Jewish prayer, ritual and spiritual experience, not based on any 

existing religious movement in Israel, and completely independent of traditional Jewish 

requirements and mandatory practices.119  Eli Gur, director of the Federation’s Commission 

on Jewish Identity and Renewal (COJIR) explains:  

This is answering a vacuum for people who want to be a part of a collective Jewish 

culture.  It’s not against religion or the religious public, but people are choosing to 

create their own experience.  Eighty-four percent of the kehillot write their own 

prayer, which demonstrates that they don’t want to be part of the existing movements, 

not even the liberal ones.120 

 While each prayer community functions as an independent unit and caters specifically 

to the needs of their group, the batei t’filah can be characterized by certain commonalities.  It 

is clear that these non-denominational groups are “part of a search for an Israeli, 

indigenously-inspired form of Judaism, infused with spirituality and community.”121  Orly 

Kenneth, one of the founders of Gan Yavne Prayer House, located in a rural suburb of 

Ashkelon, speaks to the Israeli aspect of the search:  

It is Israeli because in Israel, as Jews, we must deal with all aspects of our lives.  

Abroad, questions of water and sewage, or prostitution or the military are not 

necessarily Jewish questions.  But here they are, because we live in a Jewish state.  

                                                
119 Ibid, 22. 
120 Haviv Rettig, "Seeking an Independent Path to Jewish Spirituality," The Jerusalem Post, 
www.JPost.com, May 6, 2008.  
121 Prince-Gibson, 6-11. 
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Here, literally and figuratively, we must speak the language of the Jews.  That is why 

Jewish life here in Israel is so demanding.  Some try to avoid this intensity.  Others, 

like the members of our groups, are trying to cope and find a way to speak this 

language. 

A second commonality is the search for community as a basic human necessity.  

Israelis are not finding community as they used to, in Zionist circles or kibbutzim, which 

have become less relevant as Israel has matured as a State.  They yearn for new communal 

bonds.  Esteban Gottfried, founder of Beit T’filah Israeli, asserts, “In order to give the 

individual a sense of belonging and a meaningful, connected life, a more intimate framework 

is required—renewing the idea of community and providing a new sense of belonging.”122 

 A third commonality among these communities is the creation of a warm, relaxed and 

informal prayer environment.  By nature, Israeli society is laid back and casual, so it follows 

that secular Israelis would gravitate toward a spiritual community with a similar tone or 

atmosphere.  Most of the Kabbalat Shabbat gatherings occur in clubs, homes, school 

buildings or local youth cultural centers, promoting an informal communal experience.123  

Additionally, while a few of the prayer leaders of these communities are trained Rabbis, 

many of them are simply congregation members who have studied various courses in 

Judaism and/or group leadership.124  The community feels a sense of closeness with their 

leader since that person is usually already firmly embedded within the group.  This dynamic 

also produces a sense of equality and comfort, knowing that prayer leaders can be ordinary 
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people with an increased knowledge of Judaism.125  One participant notes, “I like it most 

when everything becomes a mess and everyone is walking around and confused, including 

our leaders.  It feels like we are all in it together and making it happen before our eyes, and 

there is no boss who knows everything.”126 

 In addition to an unpretentious physical space and a familiar prayer leader from the 

community, the inclusion of contemporary Israeli poetry, readings and songs also gives the 

service an inviting and authentically Israeli feeling.  In addition, this incorporation of Israeli 

culture makes the service more palatable to secular Jews who may be experiencing t’filah for 

the first time.127  The melding of traditional and modern texts creates a conversation between 

leaders and participants about how to interpret their heritage.128     

 A fourth similarity among the batei t’filah is the important role of music as a means 

for spiritual expression and connection to Jewish observances.  Group singing has been an 

essential component in Israeli society since the pre-State era, as evidenced by the continued 

popularity of shira betzibbur.  An emphasis on this aspect of t’filah makes Israelis feel as if 

communal prayer singing is an extension of mainstream Israeli culture and contributes to its 

approachable, familiar nature.  One congregant says, “The most important activity here is 

communal singing.  The experience of the adults with their children in the spiritual meeting 

is very uplifting; a shared experience of transition that separates the weekday from 

Shabbat.”129  Also unique to these new prayer communities is the use of a wide array of 

musical instruments.  Specifically, the use of guitar contributes another inviting element that 
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has long been ingrained in Israel’s folk music culture.  The soothing sound of the guitar 

reminds congregants of their childhood experiences in the youth movement, their army 

service or singing shirei eretz Yisrael, eliciting a sense of comfort and familiarity.  

 A fifth common characteristic of these prayer communities is a commitment to 

inclusivity across the board, including gender, age, cultural background and religious beliefs.  

Some participants believe in God, while others identify as atheists; some wear kippot, while 

some do not; some pray with words, while others dance or meditate.  In addressing the varied 

theological beliefs of the members of Gan Yavne Prayer House, its leader, Orly Kenneth 

remarks: 

We call ourselves a Prayer Community, even though not all of our members are in 

dialogue with God or even believe in God, yet we all share a deep desire to 

acknowledge and belong to something that is greater than the here and now.  I believe 

that if you have a set ritual and liturgy, even if it’s flexible; and if you convene at the 

same time, just before Shabbat; and if you use even some of the words that Jews have 

used for three thousand years to welcome in the Shabbat—then you are praying.130   

Finally, the prevailing openness, comfort level and inclusivity of the batei t’fillah 

make it easy for community members to integrate different aspects of their spiritual lives.  

One participant says: 

For me, our community is a way to bring the different parts of myself together.  The 

community provides me with the sense of belonging.  The tradition speaks to my 

identity as a Jewish Israeli.  The family orientation brings my family and my 

professional and personal pursuits together.  And we also volunteer in Gan Yavne, so 
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this connects to my belief in social change and social justice.131   

 The general goals and principles of the fifty or so independent batei t’fllah 

communities are sufficiently in alignment with one another that, in 2008, under the 

sponsorship of the UJA�Federation of New York’s Commission on Jewish Identity and 

Renewal (COJIR), they established a network called Reshet HaKehilot, “the Israeli Emergent 

Jewish Communities Network,” as way to stay in dialogue and learn from one another.  The 

Network maintains that their shared set of values include egalitarianism, inclusion, pluralism, 

openness, independence and sovereignty, and post-denominationalism.132  These groups do 

not want to be confused with the Reform, Conservative or other organized movements.  They 

want to create their own Israeli interpretation of a Jewish prayer experience, specifically 

noting that “change will only come from the ground up.”133  Itamar Lapid, the leader of 

Reshet HaKehilot, explains, “What we have in common is that we don’t believe Judaism 

should be outsourced.  You shouldn’t be a ‘customer’ of Judaism.  You need to take 

responsibility over your own Jewish life.”134 

    In order to more fully understand the culture of batei t’filah, we will now examine 

three communities in greater detail beginning with Niggun Halev.  Niggun Halev (“Melody 

of the Heart”), was founded in November of 2000 by a group of residents and educators in 

the Jezreel Valley who sought to create a framework for meaningful Jewish spirituality, 

aimed at addressing the needs of non-affiliated Israelis.135  Many of the original founders 
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were involved in Hamidrasha in Oranim136 and had previously experienced kibbutz life, 

where they developed a tight-knit bond from working together closely through the years.137  

They had also already experienced some collective ritual as a group, enabling them to 

facilitate the first secular prayer community in Israel.138    

 Niggun Halev began as a community of seven families and expanded to sixty families 

by 2008.  Today, the community regularly draws a crowd of one hundred to two hundred 

people for Kabbalat Shabbat services on Friday evenings, ranging in age from three months 

to ninety years old.  In addition to celebrating Shabbat and holidays, Niggun HaLev offers 

education classes, volunteer opportunities, annual retreats, life cycle ceremonies and youth 

group activities.  The community is led by Shai Zarchi, a secular congregational leader, and 

Rabbi Chen Ben Or Tsfoni.  Zarchi, a founding member of Hamidrasha in Oranim, recalls an 

early realization that his fledgling prayer group needed leadership: 

Suddenly we understood that our secular group was in need of some of authority-not 

a person who knows it all, not a person who claims to hold the only truth, not a 

person who dictates to others what to do, but the authority of a figure with a 

meaningful spiritual world…the ethos of the secular is not anti-authority but it 

accepts authority only partly…Later, I found that I had to abandon the ethos of anti-

authority that I grew up with on a kibbutz and to be courageous and contribute my 

                                                
136 HaMidrasha in Oranim is an educational center working toward the renewal of Jewish 
life in Israel. It was established in 1989 by Israeli educators and activists to help non-
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israel.org/about-us/) 
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138 Ibid., 31. 
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ability as a leader in the community…this was something that was new for me.139  

Rabbi Tsfoni, who was also involved with Hamidrasha in Oranim prior to studying for the 

rabbinate, helped establish Niggun HaLev as the first prayer community of its kind.  She 

went on to enroll in the Israeli Rabbinic program of the Hebrew Union College-Jewish 

Institute of Religion in Jerusalem, receiving her ordination in 2009.  Early in her involvement 

with the community, Rabbi Tsfoni wondered how it would be possible to establish a 

Kabbalat Shabbat service with individuals who were so unfamiliar with religious ritual:  

I asked myself how can we, as a community of people who by and large identify 

themselves as secular, have a prayer service or observe Shabbat, or have some other 

ceremony, when we have no tradition, when our people did not see their own parents 

doing these things, when they do not know the prayers, in short, when they have no 

tradition.  Our task is to create tradition, to make this part of us again.140 

Rabbi Tsfoni recalls that a visit with a delegation from Hamidrasha in Oranim to 

Congregation B’nei Jeshrun in Manhattan thirteen years ago sparked the desire to create a 

similar community in Israel: “We suddenly saw people like us (non-Orthodox Jews), defined 

as secular, for whom prayer is a natural and authentic part of life.”141  The Israeli delegation 

was shocked by the creativity and spirit of the service and realized that such freedom was 

limited in Israel.142  She observed, “the lifestyle of those Rabbis in B’nei Jeshrun 

looked…very much like our lifestyle.  They are not like the people we meet in a regular 

Orthodox synagogue in Israel, but they have something spiritual that we are afraid of, and 
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that we still don’t know how to use...”143 

 Upon returning to Israel, three of the founding members of the congregation 

immediately sat down to compile a Niggun Halev prayer book (see Appendix A) 

incorporating a mixture of traditional prayers and contemporary Israeli songs and poetry.  In 

an interview with Rabbi Tsfoni during the summer of 2012, she told me that their goal was to 

take the two languages, the ancient Jewish language of the prayer and the contemporary 

Jewish language of the pioneers and combine them as two parts of the Israeli identity 

 During the same interview, Rabbi Tsfoni said that the most important aspect of the 

service, the part that draws people in, is the music.144  She explained that, because Israelis 

understand every single word of Hebrew, they often find it hard to pray, because their beliefs 

are in opposition to the text.145  However, she says that music breaks the textual boundaries 

and allows them a way to move past these discrepancies.146  To that end, the music utilized in 

services is extremely accessible and participatory.  They use a combination of Israeli pioneer 

music, Shlomo Carlebach melodies, traditional chants, contemporary Israeli popular music 

and tunes being written especially for these secular prayer communities.  In one service, the 

melodies range from the shirei eretz yisraeli classic, Shir Haemek by Daniel Sambursky, to 

Minkowsky’s Shabbat Hamalka to Ovadia Hamama’s Ana Bekoach to a Shir La’ma’a lot, 

(one by Yosef Karduner,147 another by Or Zohar148).  In order to facilitate strong communal 

singing within the service, a group of very talented musicians provides musical 
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accompaniment.  Piano, multiple guitars and tof are among the standard instrumentation. 

 As part of my research for this thesis, I had the pleasure of experiencing Kabbalat 

Shabbat services at Niggun Halev in the summer of 2012.  I was captivated by the 

congregation’s unique blend of spirituality and shira betzibbur-style singing.  There was a 

strong sense of community among members in the room, and it was also clear that many of 

them had cultivated their own individual prayer practices.  When talking about prayer, 

Niggun Halev leader Shai Zarchi has said: 

One of the things I learned from prayer services in the United States is that many 

congregants don’t understand the words of the prayers.  It’s like a mantra to them.  

And then I realized that in Israel, for people unfamiliar with Jewish prayers, praying 

is like crossing the Red Sea…But if you are interested in ancient words—words that 

incorporate much beauty and meaning, then you have to work on pushing the limits 

of their meaning, to expand their perspective so that the people will feel comfortable 

with them. 

At Niggun Halev, through creative liturgy, eclectic and accessible music, and a willingness to 

“push the limits,” this progressive community is forging its own non-denominational 

interpretation of Jewish prayer. 

 In 2004, co-founders Rani Jaeger and Esteban Gottfried launched the innovative and 

dynamic congregation Beit T’filah Israeli (BTI), “Israeli House of Prayer,” in Tel Aviv (see 

Appendix D). They created BTI to address the lack of a relevant, vibrant Jewish spiritual 

community among the secular population in Tel Aviv, and to infuse it with a unique 

approach to Jewish communal life that interweaves Jewish and Israeli identities.  “As the 

name Beit T’filah Israeli implies, one of our goals is not only to bring ourselves closer to 
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prayer, but also to bring prayer closer to us—to the place where our Jewish and Israeli 

identities meet.”149  Through a combination of worship styles and artistic expression, BTI has 

built a new synagogue model for secular Israelis.   

 Gottfried grew up as an active member of the Conservative Movement in Buenos 

Aires.  He was deeply affected by his rich community life, Jewish summer camp, creative 

prayer, and by Marshall Meyer, a congregational rabbi and founder of the Latin American 

Seminary who later went on to establish Congregation B’nei Jeshrun in New York City.  

Upon making aliyah twenty-nine years ago to pursue a career in theater, Gottfried was 

unable to find a prayer community in Israel that spoke to him.  He longed for the creative 

t’filah of his youth in Argentina.  He tried to explain this type of prayer experience to his 

Israeli friends, but they lacked the contextual background to understand what he was 

describing.  In the early 2000’s, Gottfried took an organized trip with a group of Israelis to 

visit B’nei Jeshurun in Manhattan.  For Gottfried, the experience at B’nei Jeshrun reminded 

him of his youth and felt like a homecoming.  For the other Israelis on the trip, experiencing 

B’nei Jeshurun opened up a new modality of Judaism, and they finally understood the 

approach to which Gottfried had been referring.150  The group was energized and inspired by 

this experience, and they immediately began planning their own prayer experience with the 

intent of making it authentically Israeli. 

                                                
149 Azulay and Tabory, 24. 
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 The initial prayer meeting eight years ago began with twenty people who were invited 

through e-mail.  The community grew in numbers by word of mouth, and eventually 

participants began inquiring if BTI performed life cycle events.  Having developed over time 

from a small chavurah to a community to an organization, today BTI has become a center for 

Jewish life that offers prayer and holiday services, life cycle events, Jewish education and 

social justice opportunities.  BTI is made up of a core community of one hundred and eighty 

family units and is supplemented by many visitors.  During the summer months BTI holds 

services at the namal, the port in Tel Aviv, welcoming between four hundred and one 

thousand participants on Friday nights.  These participants are a mixture of regular BTI 

community members, tourists and other secular Israelis who happen to be strolling along the 

namal on a Friday evening and spontaneously stop in to check out the service.  During the 

rest of the year, the congregation meets at “The Alma House,” generally drawing fifty to one 

hundred people for services.  BTI is supported financially by modest membership dues, fees 

for educational seminars offered around Israel, donations and grants. 

 Services at Beit T’filah Israeli are comprised of a combination of beautifully arranged 

music, modern poetry, literature, personal prayers and traditional elements from the siddur.  

In order to create the perfect blend, BTI has compiled its own special siddur (see Appendices 

B and C), which combines traditional and creative prayer elements.  It offers a page of 

contemporary Hebrew poetry or literature displayed on the opposing page from each 

traditional text, so as to address the same themes in both an ancient and modern way.  

Gottfried says, “We are creating something that is specifically tailored for Israeli 

Judaism.”151  The siddur includes works of classic Israeli artists, such as Naomi Shemer, Lea 
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Goldberg, Ehud Manor, Natan Alterman, Moshe Wilensky, Matti Caspi, David Zahavi, 

Sasha Argov, Uzi Hitman and Arik Einstein.  There is even a Hebrew version of the Louis 

Armstrong standard, “What a Wonderful World,” which has become a favorite at Beit T’filah 

Israeli.  On the cover of one iteration of BTI’s prayerbook is the Chaim Nachman Bialik 

quote that informs BTI’s approach to prayer: “Celebrate your ancestors’ holidays and add to 

them a bit of your own…What is paramount is that you do everything out of faith, and with a 

live feeling and a soulful need—and don’t be too clever.”152   

 The music at Beit T’filah Israeli is most definitely its heart and soul.  Eight to ten 

professional musicians often lead the service along with Gottfried and Jaeger during the 

summer months.  Cello, violin, clarinet, flute, viola, electric piano and percussion are among 

the assortment of instruments that one may hear at BTI on a given Shabbat.  In addition, they 

utilize a number of professional singers to empower the congregational voice.  Lead vocalist 

Atalya Lavi, a former contestant on Kochav Nolad (Israel’s “American Idol”), sings with 

such soul and spiritual conviction that she elevates the prayers and their beautiful texts to 

new heights. 

 Musical selections at BTI include traditional and Brazilian melodies, Carlebach tunes, 

original compositions by its own ensemble members, and works by contemporary Israeli 

performers such as Shlomo Gronich and Yoni Rechter.  Gottfried asked Gronich to compose 

a few melodies for BTI several years ago, which became the spark for Gronich setting out on 

his own spiritual path and eventually recording several albums of liturgical music.  Gronich 

was amazed by the power of the liturgical texts and completely immersed himself in learning 

and composing.  A mere several hours after receiving a fax from Gottfried with the words of 

                                                
152 Beit T’filah Israeli website, http://www.kbyonline.org/index.html 
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Ilu Finu, Gronich had finished his composition.  This powerful and captivating melody is 

now used in Reform, Conservative and non-affiliated services in Israel, San Francisco, 

Argentina and Los Angeles, to name a few.  Other melodies that Gronich composed 

specifically for BTI include Zamru L’Adonai, Mosheh Kibel Torah Mi Sinai and Ki Beiti Beit 

T’filah.  

The musical compositions utilized for worship at BTI have one major commonality: 

they are accessible and easy to sing along with, especially for Israelis, who so ably assimilate 

the Hebrew texts.  The style of music feels familiar and comfortable, deriving from Israeli 

popular or folk genres and imbued with ethnic flair.  Characteristic examples include the 

L’chah Dodi by Yoni Rechter, the Adon Olam (see Appendix E) based on Yonatan Razel’s 

popular melody for D’ror Yikrah (adapted in turn from a popular Sephardic tune) and 

Shlomo Gronich’s Ki Beiti Beit T’filah, “My House will be a House of Prayer for all nations” 

(Isaiah 56), which serves as BTI’s “theme song,” appropriate as it is for welcoming people of 

all backgrounds and affiliations.  These melodies have a contemporary energy and liberating 

buoyancy that differs completely in tone from the central and eastern European style that 

dominated Ashkenazic music (and was long the frame of reference for Jewish music in 

America).  The Brazilian Mizmor Shir l’Yom HaShabbat (see Appendix F) sung at BTI is a 

relaxing and gentle Sabbath song.  Even if a service participant has never heard these settings 

before, they sound familiar, and their simplicity and repetitiveness make it easy to hum 

along. 

A somewhat contrasting piece is Yoni Rechter’s T’filah Tel Avivit, “A Tel Aviv 

Prayer,” that combines a contemplative prayer with a second more playful section 

reminiscent of early shirei eretz yisraeli pioneer songs.  T’filah Tel Avivit counterbalances a 
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reminiscence of the Zionist past with a contemporary-sounding modal chant, rolling together 

essential elements of Israeli music into a single setting. 

Another facet of the music at BTI is what Esteban Gottfried calls “niggunization,” yet 

one more way of inviting people to sing and have a prayerful experience.  To paraphrase 

from his interview: 

We take a familiar melody of Gronich or Rechter or Caspi that works on the Israeli 

soul, that works on differing levels together.  Something about it is very familiar, and 

ancient.  Niggunization is to take one of these Israeli songs that has some kind of 

Jewish soul in it, and to sing it as a niggun.  It can be an Israeli pop song, but we 

reinterpret it like a Chassidic niggun, and it works.  

The overall feeling at BTI is like being at a shira betzibbur with hundreds of Israelis 

singing together.  There’s something poetic about that collective sound mixed with being 

right on the water, staring out into the sea as the sun sets.  It’s quite powerful, especially 

when the silent Amidah is concluded by the singing of the Zahavi-Szenesh Eili, Eili, 

integrating yet another classic Israeli song. 

 In addition to employing contemporary Israeli music and texts in Shabbat services, 

BTI finds other creative ways to innovate within their broader program.  A few years ago 

they adapted the Havdalah service (see Appendix G) to mark the end of Yom Hazikaron 

(Israel’s Memorial Day) and the beginning of Yom Ha’atzma’ut (Israel’s Independence Day).  

The service includes a poem by Yehuda Amichai, selections from Shmuel Yosef Agnon, El 

Maley Rachamim (the traditional prayer for the deceased), Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav’s 

prayer for peace, Talmud legends, psalms and the traditional Havdalah blessings.153  The 

                                                
153 Azulay and Tabory, 34.   
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booklet for this ceremony has been reproduced and used throughout Israel.  The creation of 

an Israeli-Jewish service to mark this significant occasion in Israel’s yearly calendar 

demonstrates how Jewish tradition and Israeli culture can successfully merge to create a 

spiritual opening for secular Israelis.  

 Another BTI innovation is making space for spontaneous and individual prayer to be 

voiced within the context of Friday night services.  The prayer leader will walk through the 

kahal and invite people to share something from the past week for which they are thankful.  

After an individual offers his or her reflection, one of the vocalists in the BTI ensemble 

immediately responds with an improvised interpretation of the same statement in song.  The 

moment is capped off with a congregational chanting of the words “al zeh ani modeh,” (“for 

this I am thankful”).  Gottfried remarks, “Spontaneity is part of prayer.  We must take risks 

and challenge ourselves to keep experimenting with forms of expression in prayer.”154 

 With the hope of making an impact on larger Israeli society, BTI runs seminars and 

educational programs in schools and community centers, as well as in the army, bringing 

their innovative Judaism to thousands of young Israelis who have never been exposed to a 

non-Orthodox approach to Jewish ritual.  In the case of the army, the long-term goal is to 

inspire these soldiers to seek out pluralistic and egalitarian modes of Jewish expression when 

they move on from the IDF.155  When asked if such educational efforts will make an impact 

in the future, Gottfried replies realistically, “It’s a process.  It takes years or decades to do 

it.”156 

                                                                                                                                                  
 
154 Interview, Esteban Gottfried.  (Gottfried completed the rabbinic program of the Hebrew 
Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion and was ordained in November of 2012) 
155 Blum, "Insourcing Judaism."  
156 Ibid. 
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 Gottfried views BTI as a laboratory for experimentation with Jewish prayer and 

ritual, with the intention of creating new Jewish-Israeli communities that provide a sense of 

belonging and meaning for otherwise disenfranchised Israelis.157  When asked about the 

appeal of Beit T’filah Israeli, Gottfried responds, “the main reason people are coming is 

because it is relevant to their life.  This is Jewish practice in a way that you don’t have to be 

something different than who you are.  You are not judged.  This is tailor-made for this time 

in this place.  When it’s like this, it’s easy to be engaged.”158 

 It’s clear that Beit T’filah Israeli has become a major center for liturgical innovation, 

the creation of new music, and cultural change through education, all the while remaining 

true to its independent ideals. 

 The third and final independent prayer community that we’ll explore is Jerusalem’s 

Nava Tehila, “Beautiful Praise.”  Led by spiritual leader Rabbi Ruth Gan-Kagan, Nava 

Tehila was established in 2004 as an egalitarian and inclusive prayer and study community.  

The community welcomes visitors and members of other religions, as well as Jews of all 

religious affiliations.  Nava Tehila specifically seeks to appeal to non-affiliated secular 

Israelis seeking spirituality, as well as to Israelis who grew up religious and have since left 

Judaism behind.  Nava Tehila offers monthly Kabbalat Shabbat services (see Appendix H), 

along with classes in Jewish spirituality, meditation, Kabbalah and Chassidut.  While Nava 

Tehila identifies itself as an independent non-affiliated prayer community, they are strongly 

influenced and inspired by the contemporary Hassidic Rebbe Zalman Schachter-Shalomi and 

his American renewal movement.  

                                                
157 Esteban Gottfried, "Jewish Renaissance in Israel through Ritual." Sh'ma: A Journal of 
Jewish Responsibility, 2006, 6-7. 
158 Interview, Esteban Gottfried.  
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 Born in Jerusalem, Gan-Kagan grew up in a Zionist Orthodox home as an active 

member of B’nei Akivah.159  Alhough she has remained an observant Jew throughout her life, 

her curiosity led her to develop ideas about how to make Judaism a more relevant, exciting 

and personal experience.160  Commenting on Jewish practice, Gan-Kagan says, “In Judaism, 

observance should be marked by attendance to the place, the time, and the soul.  But over the 

past generations, the rabbis have abandoned the Jewish soul, focusing on the mechanics of 

the ceremonies, doing ‘what they have to do,’ but not what is meaningful.  I am an observant 

Jew, but my observance has to speak to my soul, too.”  Having been schooled in Jewish 

studies in Yeshivah, The Shalom Hartman Institute and Pardes, Gan-Kagan eventually 

discovered that the ideologies of Reb Zalman’s renewal movement spoke to her search for 

spirituality.  She was ordained in 2003 by Reb Zalman and Aleph–Alliance for Jewish 

Renewal. 

 Nava Tehila developed organically as Gan-Kagan began to work individually with 

other spiritual seekers on their own personal quests.  She served as their spiritual director, 

guiding them in their individual sacred journeys.  Several of these students had musical 

backgrounds and expressed themselves best through the medium of music.  In their work 

together, Gan-Kagan encouraged these spiritual seekers to choose a liturgical phrase or verse 

to study and then set it to music.  Gan-Kagan was looking for collaborators to join her in 

designing a new style of Jewish worship, and, through their spiritual work together, she met 

Daphna Rosenberg and Yoel Sykes, who have become integral to Nava Tehila’s success, 

serving as the musical prayer leaders and composers of the community’s music.   

 In 2004, Nava Tehila began in Gan-Kagan’s living room with twenty people. Eight 

                                                
159 The largest religious Zionist youth movement, affiliated with Mizrahim. 
160 Interview, Ruth Gan-Kagan.   
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years later, the periodic Kabbalat Shabbat service has grown to two hundred and fifty people 

and now meets monthly in Jerusalem’s Baka neighborhood, in the basement of Progressive 

Synagogue Kol Haneshama.  Nava Tehila’s approach to prayer is experiential and combines 

elements of singing, dancing, guided meditation and deep breathing, offering multiple 

pathways of connection for its participants of varied backgrounds.  Additionally, Gan-Kagan 

incorporates elements of kabbalah, feminism, ritual creativity, flexible interpretation of 

halacha and even some eastern influences.  Despite this wide array of practices, it is the 

music that serves as the lifeblood of the service.   

 Rabbi Gan-Kagan and the musicians are seated in the middle of the prayer circle, 

leading all musical elements of the service without amplification so as to avoid a 

performative quality.  Gan-Kagan asserts that the guitar and drums are the main expression 

of spirituality for the average secular Israeli; therefore these two instruments have become 

the basis for the musical accompaniment in services.  It is not uncommon to see at least eight 

guitarists playing on a Friday night, along with several vocalists, cello, harp, violin, flute, ud 

and multiple darbuka and djembe drums, infusing the music with an essential rhythmic (and 

often mesmerizing) quality that adds much depth to the prayer experience.   

 Nava Tehila’s brilliant and captivating music is written entirely by their own 

musicians, drawing on influences from a variety of styles that include Arabic, Moroccan, 

African, neo-Hassidic, klezmer, popular Israeli, flamenco, blues, reggae, polka, American 

folk and rock.  Miraculously, all of these styles work beautifully together in the service.  

Gan-Kagan refers to Nava Tehila’s congregationally-friendly approach as “chanting.”  A 

single line or two is extracted from each psalm and repeated over and over as the music 

builds in intensity.  In reference to this method of “chanting,” Gan-Kagan says, “Sometimes 
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it’s better to do a little bit with kavanah (“intention”) than doing a lot where it doesn’t inspire 

you.”161  Prayers often begin in a very contained, held-back manner, then gradually 

crescendo to a loud, celebratory, euphoric place of spiritual, emotional and physical 

expression.  The prayer leaders then guide the prayer energy back to a small, individual, 

contemplative place, ending in a hushed whisper.  This technique is extremely effective and 

succeeds in capturing moments of individual, personal prayer, as well as facilitating 

communal moments of elation or deep soulful expression.  The combination of short textual 

excerpts, repetition and simple yet compelling melodies makes participation very accessible.  

Also, it is common for many participants to dance and clap spontaneously throughout the 

service as another mode of expressing themselves in prayer.     

 As in most Israeli congregations, Kabbalat Shabbat is the main emphasis of the 

Friday night service.  The leaders take their time to create a prayerful and inviting ambiance, 

beginning with niggunim as a spiritual warm-up prior to moving through the psalms, which 

in turn build momentum and energy toward L’Cha Dodi as the peak of the Kabbalat Shabbat 

sequence.  One Nava Tehila melody for L’Cha Dodi, written by Sykes, demonstrates an 

ethnic flair with Middle Eastern vocal trills on the refrain and an improvised niggun passage 

that evokes Arabic music.  Another L’Cha Dodi melody, in three-quarter meter, recalls the 

feeling of an Ashkenazi-inspired folk dance.  Its overall joyous and buoyant character, 

reinforced by an accordion part, stands in contrast to the final stanza, Boi V’shalom, which is 

sung slowly and freely, completely out of tempo and a cappella.         

 A closer look at the planning process of Nava Tehila’s monthly services offers 

additional insight into the remarkable prayer atmosphere that draws individuals to this unique 

                                                
161 Blum, "Insourcing Judaism."  
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community.  The first step is a planning meeting involving Rabbi Gan-Kagan and the core 

music leaders, Daphna and Yoel.  This meeting begins with some form of personal sharing 

from each member, as well as a prayer to set an intention for their leadership practice.  There 

is a period of silent meditation to provide space for each individual and for the group as a 

whole.  They continue by reflecting together about what’s happening in Israel and the world, 

and within the circumstances of the Jewish calendar, that might inform service choices.  New 

music is often composed at these rehearsals in moments of inspiration.  A second meeting 

occurs a few days before the service, bringing together the service leaders with all of the 

musicians, so that the entire prayer leadership ensemble can rehearse.  The musicians include 

Israelis active in Nava Tehila, along with a blend of students and visitors living in Jerusalem 

for an extended period of time.  This meeting also begins with a “personal share,” a prayer 

circle and silent meditation to unite the group and set an intention for the rehearsal.  These 

two preparatory events foster a sense of community and mutual responsibility among the 

leaders and musicians, while also inspiring them to be present and spiritually open for giving 

and receiving the gift of Shabbat.      

 Rabbi Gan-Kagan has created a deeply moving communal experience through 

elevated music, meditation and traditional teachings and texts, making Jewish spirituality 

accessible for all who are curious enough to enter the door.  She sees her sacred calling as a 

responsibility to “create a space for people to meet the shechina, which is the divine spark 

within them and within the community and that moment.”162  When asked what she’s learned 

from the process of creating Nava Tehila, Rabbi Gan-Kagan responds, “I’ve learned that the 

                                                
162 Interview, Ruth Gan-Kagan. 
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hunger is immense.  People crave a Jewish spiritual connection.”163  This is evidenced by the 

strong positive reactions that people have after attending a service.  One man says, “This has 

changed my life.  It touched me deeply.  I went into an inner experience and touched some 

old pains and joys.  I never knew Jewish prayer could be like this.  I never thought I would 

go to shul and feel that it is my home.”164 

 Nava Tehila exemplifies the most outstanding qualities of the emerging independent 

prayer communities in Israel: communal aspiration, inclusivity, abundant creativity, 

intimacy, warmth, collegiality, a relational approach to Judaism, and music that provides the 

spiritual texture within which prayer and inner growth occur.   In the twelve years since the 

founding of Niggun Halev, nearly fifty of these minyanim have been created throughout the 

country.  The hunger described by Rabbi Gan-Kagan has given rise to a new phenomenon 

that has made Jewish spirituality accessible and appealing to a significant number of Israelis 

who still identify themselves as predominately secular.  These Israelis, who never before 

practiced Judaism in any organized or communal manner, have become interested in 

exploring spiritual themes because the independent minyanim are making such a pursuit 

accessible in ways that Orthodoxy never offered, and in settings that are largely free of the 

typical limitations of religious space.  The country and many of its citizens have matured to a 

state of open-mindedness that has made it possible for the individuals in these communities 

to reconnect with their Jewish roots, while also developing a fresh and forward-looking 

spiritual practice. 

 
 
 

                                                
163 Interview, Ruth Kan-Kagan.  
164 Interview, Ruth Gan-Kagan.   
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Conclusion 
 

 The results of this thesis can be summarized in four general categories: the use of 

religious texts and themes, the importance of communal singing, the development of musical 

style and the search for meaning expressed through music and prayer.   

 Biblical texts have been utilized in Israeli music from the Yishuv period (1880’s-

1948) until today.  In Pre-State music, biblical themes were employed for their historical or 

nationalistic significance, especially when referring to a return to Zion, working the land or 

building camaraderie among the Jewish people.  In Israeli art music (1940’s-1970’s), Jewish 

identity and peoplehood were reinforced by biblical texts, which also strengthened the 

establishment of Hebrew as the national language.  In Shirei Eretz Yisrael (1920’s-1970’s), 

rather than specific biblical quotations, it was more common to hear biblical themes and 

imagery, which served as an early form of modern Israeli interpretive song lyrics.  The re-

emergence of piyut as an expressive form provided a historical basis for contemporary Israeli 

artists to infuse new life into old texts.  Composers have come to appreciate sacred texts for 

their beauty and impact as poetic lyrics and for their distinctive and highly expressive use of 

the Hebrew language.  In addition to using texts verbatim, Israeli musicians are also taking 

creative liberties with religious themes, personalizing their song lyrics in order to disclose 

aspects of their own spiritual journeys.  Building on this, musicians have found ways to 

address cultural, theological and societal concerns in their compositions as modern musical 

midrash.   

 Communal singing has consistently been an important thread in Israeli society. Shira 

Betzibbur was experienced by many people as a form of secular prayer and as a way of 

sustaining a sense of tradition in secular society.  The songs of famous artists like Naomi 
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Shemer became communal anthems, especially in times of national crisis.  In the piyut 

revival, Kehillot Sharot (2000’s), became another forum for singing in community.  Finally, 

group singing has become the primary mode of spiritual expression in alternative prayer 

communities, where an informal musical style serves as a way of cultivating relationship and 

inclusivity.   

 Two predominant and related musical trends can be identified from this research: the 

evolution of a characteristic Israeli melodic style and the melding of influences from many 

cultures.  These have become fully integrated with both the popular music culture (including 

its renewed religious themes) and the music of independent spiritual communities.  

Composers like Ben Haim began to adopt elements of a middle-Eastern style and its 

characteristic modal sounds, and they found ways to utilize their musical language for 

midrashic interpretation of sacred text.  In popular music, the accessible, lyrical style of 

Israeli singing can already be heard in Shirei Eretz Yisrael, along with a blend of melodic 

tendencies from different cultures.  As non-Ashkenazi musicians and their distinct approach 

gained popularity and were increasingly accepted, Sephardic elements became integrated into 

Israeli music, along with the traditional religious sounds of Mizrahi culture.  The music of 

piyyutim became a bridge between past and present, introducing a large number of 

international music styles that have influenced popular composers.  In their interpretations of 

sacred themes, composers have created musical forms that respond to their highly 

personalized understanding of how such themes relate to their own lives and the life of the 

nation.  In the independent spiritual communities, where easily grasped melodies help to 

cultivate relationship, an eclectic mixture of music from many cultures has become the norm, 

and music has become the primary means for guiding the energetic flow of the service. 
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 The search for meaning is the predominant factor underlying the integration of sacred 

and secular in modern Israel.  The influence of classical Zionism has diminished, the need to 

work the land as a primary occupation has decreased, and Israelis have increasingly turned 

inward to address their spiritual needs in response to political and societal circumstances.  

Thousands of Israelis have reconnected to Jewish sources through batei midrash and kehillot 

sharot, in order to satisfy their intellectual, existential and cultural curiosity.  As a result, 

there has been renewed interest in God, spirituality and religious practice, along with an 

increasing acceptance in the secular community of diversity in belief and practice.  The 

resulting dialogue between religious and non-religious Israelis is mirrored in the musical 

world, where artists are disclosing their personal journeys through the reinterpretation of 

Jewish texts and themes.  The creation, performance and interpretation of music have 

themselves become expressions of Jewish belief.  The emergence of a non-Orthodox spiritual 

environment, fusing a seemingly secular aspiration for greater meaning in life with the rich 

heritage of Jewish thought and the language of Jewish prayer, provides access to Jewish 

spiritual life and sacred text for those distanced from the tradition.  This is leading to a 

uniquely Israeli expression of Judaism and a revitalization of Jewish liturgy. 

 For me personally, the most compelling aspect of the integration of sacred and secular 

in Israeli culture is the search for meaning.  As a cantor beginning her career, I am on my 

own spiritual journey, seeking out a connection to something greater than myself.  As an avid 

admirer of Israeli popular music and a frequent visitor to its new minyanim, I have 

experienced spiritual fulfillment, the power of community and a deeper understanding of 

liturgical texts, through both spiritually-conscious secular compositions and engagement with 
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communal prayer.  Ultimately, my encounter with these dimensions of Israel’s cultural 

renaissance has strengthened my Jewish identity. 

 I have been inspired throughout this research by the passionate hunger in Israelis of 

all ages and cultural backgrounds to reclaim Judaism in a way that speaks to the truth of their 

experience as citizens of contemporary Israel.  I am left wondering what we as Reform Jews 

in America might glean from the renewed sense of religious curiosity in Israel, and how we 

might emulate their success as we aspire to re-engage the members of our own 

congregations.   

 There are several key components that stand out from my experiences in the Israeli 

independent minyanim.  First, there is a collaborative leadership model that demonstrates true 

partnership and the importance of being in relationship with one another.  It’s a relatedness 

that actually generates the musical repertoire, while also determining the overall feeling of 

public prayer.  Such a leadership style is also successful because the leaders embed 

themselves within the community, as opposed to a separate or dominating presence.  Second, 

there is simultaneously an individual and a communal spiritual awareness, which gives 

greater meaning and depth to the prayer experience.  A third key component is the informal 

nature of the physical spaces, allowing for a sense of comfort and familiarity among 

participants.  This relaxed environment strengthens the relational quality of the congregation 

and enhances the feeling of being at “home.”  Finally, the synthesis of simple melodic 

compositions with layers of rich instrumentation adds texture and depth, elevating the basic 

melodic structure into a multi-voiced texture.  This approach opens the hearts and souls of 

individuals and draws them into a more unified community.  Each of these four phenomena 

can be brought into our American synagogues, greatly increasing the effectiveness of our 
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worship experiences and helping to revitalize our communities. 

 In ways that extend to a much broader segment of the Israeli population, the treatment 

of spiritual texts and themes in secular music serves to fuse ancient tradition with 

contemporary artistic expression.  In addition to using this innovative repertoire to 

supplement my own teaching and leadership of prayer, my intention as a to find creative 

ways of using modern technology, popular culture and other modalities of contemporary 

expression to engage congregants with our ancient texts and traditions in relevant and 

inspiring ways.  My engagement with these inventive prayer communities and progressive 

Israeli musicians has brought home for me the words of Israel’s visionary pre-State Chief 

Rabbi, Abraham Isaac Kook: ”The old shall be renewed and the new shall be made holy.”   
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Appendix A: Cover of Niggun HaLev’s Siddur and excerpts from Kabbalat Shabbat. 
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Appendix B: Cover of and excerpts from an older version of Beit T’filah Israeli’s siddur. 
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Appendix C: Cover of Beit T’filah Israeli’s current siddur. 
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Appendix D: Beit T’filah Israeli’s Informational Pamphlet. 
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Appendix E: Beit T’filah Israeli’s Adon Olam, melody by Yonatan Razel. 
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Appendix F: Beit T’filah Israeli’s Mizmor Shir L’Yom HaShabbat. 
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Appendix G: Excerpts from Beit T’filah Israeli’s Havdalah service to mark the end of Yom 
Hazikaron and the beginning of Yom Ha’atzma’ut. 
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Excerpt H: Daf T’filah from Nava Tehila’s Kabbalat Shabbat Service. 
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