
 

An address for Yom Kippur (5778)  

 

Rami Pinchover 

 
 

“Have compassion on Your handiwork and be glad with Your handiwork.  

May You be sanctified upon all your handiwork”  

  
These magnificent words, a remnant of an ancient hymn written by an anonymous poet,1 are 

to me the essence of Yom Kippur and bring to mind a paraphrase on a famous saying: “God is 

in the poetry” – in general and in the liturgy in particular,2 and that is where we ought to seek 

him. 
 

In this context I would like to speak about the Yom Kippur which, according to Chaza”l, took 

place 3200 years ago on Mount Sinai. That Yom Kippur ended Moses's3 forty days of 

pleading, and on that very day Moses stood on the stone cliff on Mount Sinai and begged God 

to forgive the Israelites for the sin of the Golden Calf. Moses understood that the key was in 

understanding God's ways and asked God: "Show me now thy ways” – show me the way you 

manage the world. The answer came in the form of a special poem.   

 

And the LORD passed by before him, and proclaimed: ‘The LORD, the LORD, 

God, merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abundant in goodness and 

truth;extending kindness to the thousandth generation, forgiving iniquity and 

transgression and sin; [and that will by no means clear the guilty; visiting the 

iniquity of the fathers upon the children, and upon the children’s children, unto 

the third and unto the fourth generation.’]4 
 

Chaza”l deliberately (for obvious reasons) cut out the last portion and called this poem “The 

Covenant of the Thirteen Attributes of Mercy,” and this was their exegisis:  
 

And the LORD passed by before him, and proclaimed: (Exodus 34) Said R. Yochanan: 

Were it not written in the text, it would be impossible for us to say such a thing; 5 this verse 

teaches us that the Holy One, blessed be He, wrapped His talit around Him like a communal 

leader and showed Moshe the order of prayer. He said to him: any time Israel sins, let them do 

this service before Me, and I will forgive them.” The Lord, the Lord – it was I before man 

sinned and it will be I after man sins and repents. God, merciful and gracious – said R. 

Yehuda: A covenant was made with the thirteen attributes that they will not return empty-

handed, meaning that if one mentions them, he will certainly be answered, as it is stated in 

this regard: “Behold, I make a covenant” (Bavli, Rosh Hashana, 17b). 
 

                                                           
1According to the Rome Custom Machzor, see Goldschmidt Rosh Hashanah Machzor, introduction, p. 43: "A 
remnant from an ancient hymn whose author is unknown," and he adds that the Roman version is preferable. 
2 “God is in the details” – a well-known aphorism attributed to Mies van der Rohe, one of the pioneers of 
modern architecture. Van der Rohe was one of the founders of the international style and director of the 
Bauhaus School in its last years. Born in Aachen, Germany, in 1886, died in Chicago in 1969. 
3Pirke de-Rabbi Eliezer chapter 45, see also Nahmanides’s commentary on Exodus 33:7. 
4See also our commentary in “Shabbat Shalom” on parashat Ki Tisa 5775. 
5See Halbertal, Tarbitz 5758. 



Towards the end of Yom Kippur we will pray Neilah in which we will sing together in the 

familiar tune, eight times, “The Covenant of the Thirteen Attributes” (Brit Shlosh Esreh 

Hamidot), the covenant that symbolizes God's way with people. Before we read the covenant 

we will describe, tell and explain the covenant and repeat it seven times: 
 

God, King, You occupy a throne built on mercy. Your deeds reflect Your loving-

kindness. You forgive Your people’s iniquities – putting each aside, one by one. 

You expand forgiveness for the sinner, and pardon for the transgressor. Your 

righteousness extends to all creatures of flesh and spirit; You do not assign a 

full measure of punishment to those who err. God, You taught us that when in 

need of atonement, we are to recite Your thirteen attributes of mercy. 

What is in that covenant, in one word? According to Maimonides in “Guide for the 

Perplexed,” the answer is: compassion.6 Compassion for all creatures of flesh and spirit, 

compassion for all creatures!7 
 

As for the midrash by R. Yochanan we must pay attention to one very important word. R. 

Yochanan does not preach: any time Israel sins, let them say this service before Me, and I will 

forgive them. Rather he preaches: any time Israel sins, let them do this service before Me, and 

I will forgive them. 

 

Aharon Ben Zeev8 carefully analyzes and draws a fine distinction between the feelings of 

mercy and compassion, illustrating that the main difference between them is the action and 

emotional involvement of compassion, contrasted with the standing apart and the feeling of 

distance of mercy. This is in keeping with the words of R. Yochanan.  

 

One of the commentators on the Talmud says: 9 "If a person does their attributes like those of 

the Holy One Blessed be He, his sins are forgiven.” Which means that "the Covenant of 

Attributes” directs us to seek God's compassion, and God commands us to uphold that 

covenant and says: if you desire my grace, my forgiveness and my compassion, you must 

forgive and be compassionate towards every person, including those who hurt you! R. 

Shimshon Raphael Hirsch (Harashar) went even further and said: “And the condition for 

God's grace is grace on earth.”10 
 

Actually it should come as no surprise that compassion is at the foundation of Moses's 

personal philosophy. Because the first time compassion is mentioned in the Bible in the 

context of interpersonal relations is the story of the rescue of baby Moses, when if it weren't 

for the compassion of Pharaoh's daughter, who knows whether and how the Exodus would 

have taken place and whether the Israelites would have been rescued from the sin of the 

Golden Calf. As it is written: “And the daughter of Pharaoh came down to bathe in the river; 

and behold a boy that wept. And she had compassion on him, and said: 'This is one of the 

Hebrews' children.'” Pharaoh's daughter has compassion and rescues the life of a weeping 

infant, knowing that he is a Hebrew baby whom her father had condemned to death by 

drowning, because he viewed him as a potential enemy of his country.11  

                                                           
6Guide for the Perplexed.  
7And see the story of Rabi in Bava Metzia 75a. 
8“Mercy and Compassion,” in “Attributes and Emotions,” ed. Asa Kasher and Aharon Nemdar.  
9Etz Yaacov on Ein Yaacov – see S.Y. Agnon, “Days of Awe,” p. 106.  
10In his commentary on Exodus 34:7. “Extending kindness to the thousandth generation.” 
11See the comments of Chana Kasher in the Bar Ilan weekly page on the portion of Shmot: “On Compassion: 
Between Rambam and Shadal.” 



 
In the Haftara of Shacharit on Yom Kippur we read the words of the prophet Isaiah (48) about 

the main commandment of Yom Kippur:   

 

Is it such a fast that I have chosen? A day for a man to afflict his soul? Is it to 

bow down his head as a bulrush, and to spread sackcloth and ashes under him? 

Wilt thou call this a fast, and an acceptable day to the LORD? IS not this the 

fast that I have chosen? To loose the bands of wickedness, to undo the heavy 

burdens, and to let the oppressed go free, and that ye break every yoke? Is it not 

to deal thy bread to the hungry, and that thou bring the poor that are cast out to 

thy house? When thou seest the naked, that thou cover him; and that thou hide 

not thyself from thine own flesh?  

 

“Acts of compassion, including forbidding the hungry from fasting all year – that is the true fasting 

of Yom Kippur.” 12 

 

That is also the lesson that the prophet Jonah, whose wondrous story we read in the haftorah 

of mincha on Yom Kippur, learns firsthand – the lesson of compassion. While Moses is trying 

to rescue his people and learns the ways of the Lord, Jonah escapes from his mission and 

complains to God for his compassion for the people of Nineveh. By drying out the shade tree 

God causes Jonah some pain, thereby helping him understand the meaning of compassion and 

the need for forgiveness.13 The poet Zelda wrote:  

 

The Prophet Jonah, whose path to God was full of escapes in raging waters, 

will ask for mercy upon you, and upon me, and upon all those who are 

drowning.14 
 

And this brings us back to the poem with which we opened, the poem that sums up this 

covenant: “Have compassion on Your handiwork.” On the one hand we ask God to have 

compassion on his handiwork, on those he created, and thereby be glad and sanctified. And 

how will that happen? The answer is in the poem: If each one of us adopts an attitude of 

compassion towards the other, no matter who they are, towards every person, just like 

Pharaoh's daughter did towards Moses, it is that action that will bring joy and sanctity to 

God's world and to ours. It is not for nothing that right before the end of this holy day, before 

the gates are shut closed, we repeat the demand for mutual grace and compassion eight times. 
 

Let me end with a poem of prayer that almost every child in Israel is familiar with. This poem 

was set to wonderful music and given hundreds of renditions, and it begins with God and ends 

with man. Surprisingly it is a prayer with only 13 words, and it is the most perfect minimalist 

poem in modern Israeli poetry.15 It is the poem “Eli, Eli,” by Hannah Szenes. 
 

                                                           
12See Rabbi Shimon Gershon Rosenberg  (Shagar), “Tablets and Broken Tablets,” p. 353. “The prophet conflates 
fasting as an act of worship with compassion and mercy for the poor. That is the real fast. Purification will not 
result from fasting, bowing your head down as a bulrush, or wearing sackcloth and ash. The test of purification 
is the ability to treat the poor in the spirit of compassion, and actually all of our relationships with fellow 
human beings, beginning with those who are the closest to us. The true purification is creating relations of 
conciliation and mercy in the world. That is the true fast. “     
13See Uriel Simon, Jonah, p. 29. See also Jellinek’s Beth ha-Midrasch I, p. 102. “At that moment he fell on his 
face and said ‘manage your world with the attribute of mercy.’”  
14In her poem “For the  light is my pleasure.” 
15My emphases. 



My God, My God, I pray that these things never end,  The sand and the sea,  

The rustle of the waters,  Lightning of the Heavens,  The prayer of Man. 
 

 

The poem begins with the word Eli, God, and ends with the word Adam, man. The intimate, 

personal God, to whom the prayer is addressed, is surely the God who created the sand and 

the sea, the water and the heavens. But what they mean and the discovery of their beauty is a 

function of man, of a human response. This poem is rightfully considered to be the epitome of 

human and Israeli humanism and its words were sanctified by Hannah’s heroic death in her 

youth, turning it into both prayer and hymn.16  

 

In her poem "A Walk to Caesarea," Hannah Szenes writes merely about sand and sea, the 

rustle of the water, the bright and brilliant sky. But she is actually thinking about the infinity 

of God found in the rustle, in the heavens and in fact in everything, his manifestation in the 

world, and man’s admiration for every single detail of the world's beauty. That is man's 

prayer, and that is what guides him how to pray and especially how to be human. This prayer 

is what guided Hannah Szenes to perform the acts of compassion and rescue from which she 

did not return, thereby leaving us a legacy, the legacy of "the prayer of man:” Have 

compassion on Your handiwork. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
16Uzi Shavit – in the margins of the booklet “Hannah Szenes, My God, My God, poems and diary segments,” p. 
60.  

 



Now,  did the hands of Moshe make or break  the battle? 

                                   

Pinchas Leiser 

 

There is no doubt that Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi made a considerable effort in editing the 

Mishnah. Indeed, the order and wording of its chapters are nothing short of a masterpiece. 

 

However, towards the end of the third chapter of Tractate Rosh Hashanah, a seemingly 

unrelated passage appears between Mishnahs 7 and 8 that concern blowing the shofar. 

Mishnah 7 says: “One who blows into a cistern, or into a cellar or into a barrel; if he heard 

the sound of the shofar, he has fulfilled [his obligation]; if he heard the sound of an echo, he 

has not fulfilled [his obligation].  And so [too], he who was passing behind a synagogue, or 

whose house was adjacent to a synagogue, and heard the sound of a shofar or the sound of 

[someone reading the] scroll [of Esther, on Purim]; if he [had intention for the 

commandment], he has fulfilled [his obligation],  but if not, he has not fulfilled [his 

obligation]. Even though this one heard and that one heard, this one [had intention], and that 

one did not [have intention].” Another rule appears at the end of Mishnah 8 ending the 

chapter: “A deaf-mute person, or a shoteh, or a minor, cannot relieve others from their 

obligation [for hearing the shofar they blew the shofar for them].   This is the general rule: 

all those who are not obligated to carry out a particular action, cannot release [others] from 

their obligation.” Between these two rules appears a seemingly unrelated “aggadic” passage: 

“And so it was, when Moshe raised his hand, Israel prevailed…” (Exodus 17:11). And is it 

Moshe’s hands that make [success in] war or break [success in] war? Rather, [this comes to] 

tell you, [that] whenever Israel would look upward and subjugate their hearts to their Father in 

heaven, they would prevail; and if not, they would fall. Similar to this matter, you [can] say 

concerning the verse; “Make a [graven] snake and place it on a pole, and everyone bitten who 

sees it will live” (Numbers 21:8): And is it the snake that kills or [is it] the snake that 

[revives]? Rather, whenever Israel would look upward and subjugate their hearts to their 

Father in heaven, they would be healed; and if not, they would be harmed.”               

What does this have to do with the obligation to hear the shofar on Rosh Hashanah? 

Rabbi Menachem Ben Shlomo Hameiri (Perpignan, 1249-1315), in his commentary on 

Tractate Rosh Hashanah, proposes an explanation for the proximity of the “aggadic” passage 

to the previous Mishna and explains: “The issue at hand is intention of the heart, and 

therefore this passage was brought in order to say that everything depends on intention." And 

in the version of the Mishnah that he had before him, like in other manuscripts, it even says 

with emphasis: "Whenever Israel would look upward and aim [not subjugate] their hearts." 

Read literally, this explains the connection between halachic rules about intentions, and an 

agaddic passage that emphasizes the power of such intention in war and healing. It is possible 

that when taking a deeper look at Hameiri’s comments we will find more than meets the eye. 

The statement commenting on the versus in Exodus 17 (the Amalekite war) and Numbers 21 

(the bronze snake) presents a worldview that opposes magical thinking and tells us that there 

is no magical power either in Moses’s hands or in the the bronze snake, as could have been 

implied by reading the text literally, but it is only man’s moral and spiritual power of decision 

that can defeat Amalek, or the attacking snake, as a result of spiritual languidness (“and the 



soul of the people became impatient because of the way”). This attitude by Our Sages is 

expressed in many Midrashes (including Mekhilta on Parashat Beshalach), which emphasize 

the spiritual aspect of the Amalek war. 

Perhaps Amalek and “the snake” metaphorically represent two models of danger that must be 

overcome: Amalek represents the temptation of relying on force and taking advantage of 

man's power in order to harm those who are weaker than him. 

“The snake,” or the impatience for which the people are punished by "the venomous snakes," 

represents the feeling of loss of way, despair and loss of meaning. The people do not 

understand the meaning of Exodus from slavery to liberty and long for the days of slavery. 

These two dangers, the temptation of power intoxication and its exercise against the weak, 

and loss of way, face man at all times. In every personal or national process of growth, 

liberation and redemption, there are ups and downs. Every ideology, as lofty as it may be, 

may degenerate and no people in human history has ever been fully successful at overcoming 

the temptation of abusing its power. 

The homily in the Mishnah, according to Hameiri's reading, teaches us that the only way to 

successfully contend with these dangers, against which no person or people is immune, and to 

even overcome them, is by "intentions of the heart," which is to say awareness of those 

dangers and recognition of a moral and spiritual commitment to "our Father in heaven," who 

redeemed us from Egypt and commanded us to remember that we were strangers in Egypt and 

therefore we are commanded to recognize the vulnerability of the stranger and the weak. 

“Thou shalt not pervert the justice due to the stranger, or to the fatherless; nor take the 

widow's raiment to pledge.  But thou shalt remember that thou wast a bondman in Egypt, and 

the LORD thy God redeemed thee thence; therefore I command thee to do this thing” 

(Deuteronomy, 24:17-18). 

The intention of the heart required here means awareness of the redemption and the obligation 

it implies, which is what gives it meaning and the right to exist. 

What, then, is the possible connection between these lofty ideas and the halacha that appears 

at the end of Mishnah 8 (a deaf-mute person, or a mentally irresponsible person, or a minor, 

cannot relieve others from their obligation)?  

Maybe the halachic rule that appears at the end of the Mishnah – those who are not obligated 

to do something cannot relieve others from their obligation – gives us the key to understand 

the significance of this connection: the deciding principal in fulfilling the mitzvah and 

creating a covenant between the prayer leader and the public, and his ability to "relieve" the 

public, to act on behalf of the public and represent it, is the ability of the prayer leader to take 

upon himself a personal commitment, which is twofold: on the one hand it is connected to the 

"intention of the heart," which requires an awareness of liberation and redemption, and an 

awareness of the moral and spiritual meaning of that liberation. And on the other hand, to that 

person's objective and subjective ability to communicate with the public and be perceived by 

it as praying with intention. 

In this connotation we might understand the halacha that does not allow “a deaf-mute person, 

or a shoteh, or a minor,” who are not capable, at least as things were perceived in the days of 

Our Sages (the concepts of deafness have changed over the years and have even caused 

halachic decisors to review the halachic status of the deaf) – to take upon themselves an 

obligation out of a full intention of the heart to be emissaries of the public in blowing the 

shofar, as the mitzvah of blowing the shofar requires special intention, as said Rambam in 



Hilchot Shofar 2:4: “Rather, both the person hearing and the one allowing him to hear must 

have the [proper] intention.” Which is to say the utmost capacity to have awareness and 

intention and effective communication that will allow the public to trust the prayer leader who 

was appointed to do his mission faithfully, and the prayer leader must know that the public is 

with him. 

The sound of the shofar, just like the hands of Moses and the bronze snake, does not have 

magical powers. The meaning of the sound, which is neutral and meaningless in itself, is 

given to it by those who perform the mitzvah, those who hear the shofar and those who make 

its sound and allow it to be heard. 

Beyond the personal meaning that each person may found in the sounds emanating from the 

shofar, which might call him to reflection and repentance, we accept certain halachic 

assertions that characterize these sounds, including: 

The sound that is heard must be authentic, original, and not the echo of another sound (“if he 

heard the sound of an echo, he has not fulfilled [his obligation]”), along with the assertion 

that "all sounds are legitimate from the shofar," which assumes the legitimate existence of 

different authentic sounds from different shofars or different blowers. 

We distinguish between the sounds of “tekiah” (blast), “teruah” (alarm) and “shevarim” 

(stacatto). 

Both in the Talmud and in Rambam “tekiah” is understood as a simple note that appears in the 

context of redemption and victory and important events such as “And it shall come to pass in 

that day, that a great horn shall be blown” (Isaiah 27:13). 

As for Teruah, writes Rambam (Hilchot Shofar 3:2):  

“Due to the great passage of time and the extended exile, we are no longer sure as to the 

nature of the teruah mentioned in the Torah.  We do not know whether it is similar to the 

wailing of weeping women; or the slow, deep sobbing of someone heavily burdened; or 

whether it is like a sobbing which naturally turns into a wailing.  Therefore, we perform all 

three variations.” 

It is equally interesting to inquire from whence the Talmud (Rosh Hashanah, 33b) derives the 

meaning of teruah, as follows: 

“It is written, It shall be a day of teruah unto you, and we translate [in Aramaic], a day of 

yebaba, and it is written of the mother of Sisera, Through the window she looked forth and 

weeped. One authority thought that this means drawing a long sigh, and the other that it 

means uttering short piercing cries.” 

It is possible therefore that even in the sounds of the shofar the Mishnah speaks of two 

aspects: 

The sound “tekiah” of the shofar requires us to be introspective and to believe in a general 

process of liberation and redemption without losing hope, along with the teruah and yebaba, 

weeping, which teach us not to lose our sensitivity to the suffering of the others, even when 

we are fighting against them, because even Sisera has a mother who is worried and suffering. 

 

 



zchut ezrach 

 

Leah Shakdiel 
 

 

Verse 7 in the acrostic hymn “Omnam Keyn,” recited in the Yom Kippur evening service, 

begins with the words “zchut ezrach,” which in modern Hebrew means “civil right.” 

 
 ְזכּות ֶאְזַרח / ַגם ִיְפַרח / ְלׁשֹוַׁשנָּה.

ַלְחִתי!  ֵחְטא ַהֲעֵבר / ְוקֹול ַהְגֵבר / ִמְמעֹונָּה:      סָּ
    

 

This is the oldest Hebrew source I have found for this phrase, but each one of the two words 

actually has a completely different meaning here than they do today. 

 

“Ezrach” is one of Chaza”l’s names for Abraham. “Zchut” means merit or credit. Therefore 

the translation  of the verse is: 

Abraham’s merit confer Thou on his offspring; 

Remove all sin and loudly proclaim from heaven: I forgive. 

 

As for the first word, in their non-literal interpretation of the verse in Isaiah 41:2, “Who hath 

raised up one from the east, at whose steps victory attendeth?” Chaza”l, in Bavli, Bava Batra 

15a, saw it as referring to Abraham, whom God raised up to go from the east to the west, to 

the land of Canaan, in order to give his offspring the command to keep the ways of the Lord 

by doing “righteousness and justice” (Genesis 18:19). The "righteous" one who came from 

the east, “mizrach,” is here given the title of “ezrach,” a citizen, the complete opposite of what 

he calls himself, “a stranger and a sojourner” (Genesis. 23:4). He acted to spread his word in 

the world by "migration" and temporary residence, merely "sojourning" in every place, even 

when he knew that the place where he was residing was part of the land promised to his seed 

after him. But his seed was promised after all that they would "become citizens" in the land, 

strike roots there (as the term “ezrach” was used in biblical times), and that is why their 

forefather is recruited to carry the title of “ezrach,” citizen. He is the father of the nation that 

will settle down and strike roots in this land.  

Secondly, the "merit" mentioned here, the word “zechut” that in modern Hebrew means 

“right,” is the good reputation that Abraham gained in God's accounting ledgers due to his 

good deeds. His account with God has credit in it. We, on the other hand, his offspring, the 

Jewish people, which in this verse are referred to as “the lily” (“haShoshana”), based on the 

allegorical exegisis of Song of Songs (“I am a rose of Sharon, a lily of the valleys,” says the 

beloved, SoS 2:1), we are full of sin and iniquity, and our account is in debit. We have no 

chance of being acquitted in the trial, we do not deserve forgiveness, unless God takes into 

account Abraham's "merit," unless we have to our credit "the merit of our fathers." Therefore, 

we beg you, God, for forgiveness, for the removal of our sins, on the basis of Abraham's 

merit. His account in your bank will guarantee our account, and thanks to him we ask for 

credit for one more year of life. 

 

 



 

And in order to adapt this “merit of Abraham” or “civil right” to this day and age, we must 

revolutionize the meaning of each of these two loaded words.  

First, let u's remember that the Torah prepares us to live our lives as citizens in this country 

while issuing an ongoing warning not to forget the strangers and sojourners, since after all we 

suffered ourselves from the vulnerability of being strangers when we were in Egypt: “And if a 

stranger sojourn with thee in your land, ye shall not do him wrong. The stranger that 

sojourneth with you shall be unto you as the home-born among you, and Thou shalt love him 

as thyself; for ye were strangers in the land of Egypt” (Leviticus 19:33-34, for example). 

Moreover, the Torah itself maintains that the land actually belongs only to God and that we 

are all nothing but "strangers and sojourners" upon it (Leviticus 25:23). The status of stranger 

is therefore not only a historic memory intended to nurture a moral stance of empathy towards 

the other who is amongst us. The status of stranger is actually a permanent existential status 

that does not pass even when we feel as if we are steeped in a well-established "citizenship" 

and can never again be uprooted. Seeing the other amongst us affects our view of ourselves. 

We are not permitted to adhere to a complete dichotomy of "I, the citizen," versus "the other, 

the stranger." Both we and the others become partners in a society where citizenship also 

incorporates strangerness. I think this awareness enables us and requires us to share all of the 

rights imputed to us by virtue of our citizenship in the land with all of the residents of the 

land. That is today's meaning of “One law and one ordinance shall be both for you, and for 

the stranger that sojourneth with you” (Numbers 15:16). Therefore, the modern concept of 

citizenship is no longer based merely on the indigenous farmer in an isolated tribal 

community but rather on the inclusive view of all people whoever they are, and that is why in 

European languages it is derived from the word for city (citizen) – the community that gathers 

for joint action based on the principled preference for the common good over the differences 

in ethnicity between its members. The "polis" belongs to the "demos" and not to the “ethnos," 

and that is why in the modern nation-state the "politics" are "democratic" rather than 

"ethnocratic." 

Secondly, the concept of “zchut” – "right,” “credit” or “merit” – also changes from the image 

of collecting good deeds in one's account as a necessary condition for any good a person can 

derive in their life – to the exact opposite, such as in the stark formulation of the US Bill of 

Rights: That all men have inalienable rights. That all men are created equal, that they are 

endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights. Among these are life, liberty, 

personal and collective identity, the right to water, to shelter, education, to create a family, to 

have equal opportunities in life. No person has to "earn" those rights. They are endowed with 

them a priori and no one may deny them. And one of the basic human rights is the right to 

citizenship, which is the right to be an active political subject who participates in the 

management and leadership of some state.  

Therefore our offspring may enjoy all of the good of their country, the State of Israel, but they 

may not ignore the duty to be worthy of the credit of the father of the nation, the citizen who 

arose to justice from the east. Israel will flourish only if it knows how to do justice and law 

even with the Palestinians who live amongst us and alongside us. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

In today’s version of the hymn we might say: 

 
ְרחּו ְבַתַׁש"ח / ַלּׁשֹוַׁשנָּה  ְזכּויֹות ֶאְזַרח / פָּ

קֹום / ְלעֹוד ְלאֹום / ִבְמעֹונָּּה  ְוֵיׁש מָּ
 -ֵחְטא ֲאסֹונָּּה  -ִאם ִתְתנֵָּער / ִמִדיּכּוי ַעם ַאֵחר / 

ה ִתְׁשַמע קֹוֵלנּו / ּוְתִׁשיֵבנּו :                   ַלְחִתי!    ַגם ַאתָּ  סָּ
 

 

Civil rights flourished in 1948 for Abraham's offspring 

And there is room for another nation alongside them 

If they give up oppressing another people, their sin and disaster 

Then You will hear our voice and reply to us: I forgive! 

 

Leah Shakdiel, a member of the board of Oz Veshalom, the religious peace movement in 

Israel, Rosh Hashana, 5778 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

U'Vakhen -and Kavanah Iyun Tefillah  

Rabbi Arik Ascherman  

 

The "U'V'khen" addition to the Amida (central standing) prayer during the High Holy Days 

recognizes God as God of all creation and all that was or will be created.  It also assumes a 

special relationship between God and the Jewish people. For us this may seem to be an 

inherent contradiction. However, in the vision of U'V'khen there is ultimately no contradiction 

because it envisions a future in which all humanity will form an aguda ekhat, one unified 

collective to do God's Will.  There is a progressive order to this vision. Firstly, all humanity 

will form this unified collective that recognizes the truth contained in "Hear o Israel-Adonai 

is our God, Adonai is One." We are all created in God's Image.  Therefore, God's Oneness 

makes us all one.  It is this unified and universal collective that will bring honor to the Jewish 

people and joy to our land.  The righteous will rejoice, evil will dissipate, and memshelet 

zadon (The rule/regime of evil/maliciousness) will disappear from our world. 

True, this vision can be interpreted to mean that all the inhabitants of the world will accept 

Judaism, or at least that we will dictate the terms of this universal collective.  However, 

traditionally Judaism doesn't aspire to convert the entire world. Rather Judaism speaks of the 

"seven Noachide commandments." There is a sort of natural law we expect of all.  Not 

everything is relative. But, neither do all need to be exactly like us to serve God. Furthermore, 

how can it be that the God of all existence is only concerned for one people? In the future all 

will recognize the one God, but there will be room for various cultures and various ways to 

serve God. It is like the six blindfolded people who touch different parts of an elephant and 

therefore have very different conceptions of what an elephant is, until they remove their 

blindfolds and realize that each of their separate truths are parts of a greater truth. 

To those who believe that God is primarily concerned with the welfare of the Jewish people 

and that in the end of days all humanity will accept our rule, the justification for the 

continuation of the Occupation is obvious.  Those who do not wish to reduce the God of all 

creation to a tribal god, and for whom the concept of a universal collective is much more 

inclusive, understand that it is wrong to continue to rule over another people.  

 Before all humanity can truly be one collective, we must be able to see that what unites us 

and makes us reeim (Usually translated as our neighbors, but actually meaning those who are 

essentially like us.) is greater than what divides us. If we as the Jewish people can contribute 

to such a consciousness, we will make an additional contribution to our purpose on this earth. 

We will bring honor to our people and joy to our land. 

Perhaps we need to change the order.  After having suffered from powerlessness for 2,000 

years, it is very difficult for us to give up sovereignty.  The Zionist movement involved a 

decision not to wait for God to return us to our homeland.  History taught us to fear situations 

in which sovereignty is not in our hands.  We also learned to view the entire outside world as 

hostile enemies.  We, a good and decent people, legitimately fearful for our security, created a 

malicious rule over others. Some have given this religious/national sanction.  

 



 

If we can recognize the truth of the U'Vakhen prayer that true sovereignty is in the hands of 

God Who created all of humanity, that Palestinians are also created in God's Image and also 

with them we are one universal collective, and if we succeed in ending our malicious 

sovereignty over another people, we can help all humanity to understand that we must be 

God's partners in ending all evil, maliciousness, exploitation and injustice from the world.   

A kavanah (Prayerful Meditation) before the praying U'Vakhen: 

Our God and God of our ancestors, long years of oppression have taught us to rely only on 

power and sovereignty. Help us to remember that true power and sovereignty are in Your 

Hands.  Open our eyes to see Your Image in every human being and every people, so that we 

may form one great universal collective to do Your Will.  We, a people who strive to do 

justly, began to rule over another people because we thought it was necessary to defend 

ourselves. Almost without our realizing, our rule has become malicious.  Rather than fearing 

and believing in You, we fear from what will happen if we relinquish sovereignty.  We have 

convinced ourselves that our sole sovereignty over the entire Land of Israel is Your Will.  

Have mercy on our fears. Reveal to us the way to both protect ourselves and banish malicious 

sovereignty from the Land. Open our eyes to the true way to bring honor to our people, joy 

and security to our Land.  

 

Arik Ascherman, Founder and Director of Torat Tzedek - Torah of Justice 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Blessings over symbolic Rosh Hashanah foods 
(Translated from Hebrew) 

 

Dalia Marx 
 

Most of the blessings that open the New Year are actually curses or requests to 

cancel curses. Rabbi Dalia Marx wonders whether our good is necessarily 

connected with the bad of others and offers a positive alternative: to begin 

wishing only for good! 

In one of my earliest childhood memories we are sitting around the festive holiday table, the 

New Year candles are lit and my grandfather, with a sparkle in his eyes, picks up a date and 

blesses it with feeling, pleaing, “May it be Your will, Eternal our God and the God of our 

fathers, that there come an end to our enemies, haters and those who wish evil upon us.” I 

didn't understand what he meant by “our enemies, haters,” and why they wish evil upon us, 

but it was clear to me, even as a child, that this was a dramatic and very important moment. 

The requests and wishes for the New Year take many forms, one of the most mysterious 

among them the ceremony of "symbolic foods" and "May it be Your will" (yehi ratzon) 

practiced on the holiday eve. The custom is to make special blessings over particular foods 

and then eat them. The blessings, which are made mostly over sweet foods, are derived either 

from the shape or the name of the food. 

The Bible teaches us to eat sweet and appetizing foods on Rosh Hashanah, but it does not 

instruct us to say a blessing over them. The Prophet Nehemia (8:10) spoke to us saying,  “Go 

your way, eat the fat, and drink the sweet, and send portions unto him for whom nothing is 

prepared; for this day is holy unto our Eternal; neither be ye grieved; for the joy of the 

Eternal is your strength.” In contrast to this verse and in a completely unexpected context the 

Talmud presents the Rabbi Abaye’s suggestions about the foods that should be eaten on Rosh 

Hashanah: 

 

Abaye said, “Now that you have determined that omens are significant, at the beginning of 

every year a person should accustom himself to eat gourds, fenugreek, leeks, beets, and 

dates …”  (Bavli Kritot 6, 71). 

Abaye’s recommendation is part of a section on advice on deciphering the future based on 

certain signs: the first suggestion comes from Rabbi Ammi, who says that if a person wants to 

know if they are going to live out the year and not die they must light a candle during the Ten 

Days of Repentance. If the light “goes forth” it is a sign the year will be completed and they 

will live through it. Another suggestion addresses the question of whether one will succeed in 

business. They must raise a chicken and see what happens to it. If it fattens and grows fine it 

is a sign their business will succeed. If someone wants to know if they will safely return from 

a journey, they must go into a dark house and look for their shadow. If they see it they will 

know that they will return home safely. Here the Gemara adds a warning not to do it, so as not 

to be anguished and have bad luck. But what about Abaye’s recommendation regarding the 

symbolic foods of Rosh Hashanah? 

 



 

Signs of the future? 

 

Does his instruction mean that the symbolic foods of Rosh Hashanah have, or at least 

originally had, a magical significance? By eating them can we decipher the future or even 

influence it? The brief passage about the symbolic foods eaten on the holiday does not 

indicate whether eating the foods creates the blessing or whether the act is symbolic and 

educational. Elsewhere in the Talmud (Horayot 12:71) Abaye’s saying appears with a small 

but significant change. Instead of eating the symbolic foods it suffices to look at them! The 

difference between the two versions is fascinating. Saying something, thinking about its form, 

taste or the sound of its name, is not the same as actually tasting it, swallowing it, and in fact 

turning it into a part of the body of the person who consumes it. Eating combines different 

senses: sight, touch, smell, and of course taste. 

The Talmud does not mention blessings that need to be recited in the context of the symbolic 

foods. We learn about these later in the Gaonite and Rishonite literature. Still, we ask 

ourselves about the meaning of the symbolic foods Is the act of eating these foods an an 

attempt to influence reality using magic? Rabbi Menachem Hameiri (Provence, 1249–1306), 

opposed this position and argued that, 

“Many things have been permitted at certain times which resemble a snake but are not an 

actual snake, God forbid, but a symbol that should arouse one's heart to good behavior. 

That is the case of saying to put on the table on the night of Rosh Hashanah gourds, 

fenugreek, beets and dates, some of which grow quickly and some of whose growth is 

arduous. And so as not to fail like a snake, it was ordained to say over them words that 

arouse to repentance” (Kritot 12, 71). 

Hameiri chose to emphasize the educational aspects of eating the symbolic foods. He believed 

the purpose of the blessings was to transform an inappropriate attitude towards the food, like 

being reminded of a snake, into a sacred act. 

In different Jewish communities different customs were adopted towards foods eaten on Rosh 

Hashanah. Some communities have many such foods and some have few. Even the language 

of the entreaties for each of the different symbolic foods changes from one community to the 

next. It is noteworthy that the most familiar and widespread symbolic foods – apple dipped in 

honey, pomegranate, and the head of a fish or a lamb – do not appear in the Talmud but were 

added later in the Gaonite and Rishonite literature. Rabbi Joseph Karo made the custom more 

permanent including the recitation of blessings or wishes. The blessings are based on 

wordplay, using the names of the foods in Hebrew. 

A person must eat on Rosh Hashanah gourds, fenugreek, beets and dates, and when eating 

the fenugreek say: May our merits be many. Leeks – may all the enemies of God fall. Beet – 

may our enemies depart. Dates – may an end come to God's enemies. Gourds – May our 

decree be ripped and may our merits be called up before you. When you eat a head of a 

Lamb say: May we be a head and not a tail, and a reminder of Isaac’s ram (Shulchan 

Aruch, Orach Chayim, 583, 1-2). 

 

 

 



 

In his commentary on Shulchan Aruch, Rabbi Moses Isserles added the Ashkenazi custom: 

Some are of the custom of eating an apple with honey and saying: "May it be Your will, 

that You grant us a beautiful, sweet year.” And some eat pomegranates and say: “May our 

good deeds increase like the seeds of the pomegranate fruit!” And the custom is to eat fatty 

meat and all kinds of sweets. 

In addition to the recommended foods for Rosh Hashanah, the sources also list foods that are 

undesirable on that day. Rabbi Moses Isserles recommends not to eat nuts because in gematria 

the numeric value of nut (egoz) equals that of sin (het). The Gaonim also instructed us not to 

eat meat cooked in vinegar.  

 

A little sister and a large blessing 

In Sephardic communities the prayers for the Days of Awe open with the hymn Little Sister 

by Rabbi Abraham Girondi (Spain, 13th century). The importance of this hymn is partly the 

fact that its words are the first words that are uttered in the New Year.  Each verse ends with 

the words, "May the year and its curses end," based on Tractate Megilla 31b, except for the 

final verse, which ends with the words, "May the year and its blessings begin." This hymn 

teaches us about the expectation that with the outgoing year that fades away as darkness falls, 

so will its "curses" and stains. Only after successfully departing from the last year can we 

welcome in the New Year and make a wish for its blessings. 

As we can see, most of the blessings that open the New Year are actually curses or requests to 

cancel curses. I remember clearly that as I matured little I wondered about the contradiction 

between the sweetness of the date and the request to eliminate our enemies, and about the 

tension between the wonderful taste of my aunt’s leek dumplings and the wish “May it be 

Your will to cut out our enemies and haters and anyone who wishes us evil.” 

Does our good necessarily require the ill of others? In order to be blessed does someone else 

have to be cursed? Perhaps in our imperfect world it is so, at least in certain contexts, but 

must we really curse in order to feel blessed? As the New Year dawns can we wish well 

without wishing others ill? Can we focus on the sweetness of the date and wish for that 

sweetness to prevail in our lives in the New Year? 

Perhaps we should think about revising the blessings? After all, this is not the format of 

traditional blessings (Blessed are You, Eternal our God, King of the universe) but a wish, a 

plea that is not constructed in the formal and compelling structure of a typical bleesing. 

Therefore, it can change and take on new forms. Here are some suggestions for new blessings: 

On the date: May it be Your will…  To make the New Year as sweet for us as a date. 

On the gourds: "May it be Your will... For us to be called and to respond, for us to respond 

and to call. 

On leeks:  May it be Your will... To know that we did not come to this world to argue and 

fight (based on Rabbi Nachman of Braslaw). 

 

 

http://www.piyut.org.il/textual/21.html


 

And why don't we just add whatever good blessings and wishes occur to us such as: 

On water:"May it be Your will... To make this a rainy and blessed year. 

On cucumbers: May it be Your will… To wrap us with good deeds and charity (the word 

melafefon, cucumber sounds like words from the root wrapping up). 

On grapes and figs:  May it be Your will … For us to sit under our vines and fig trees 

(based on Michah 4:4). 

On Tehina: May it be your will... To hear the sound of our pleading (the word tehina sounds 

like tehinah (supplication).  

 

And what should we bless over tomatoes, lettuce, cheese, peanuts, sunflower seeds, eggs, ice 

cream or cake? 

Our holiday table can in this way turn into a creative workshop full of smiles and heartfelt 

greetings. 

 

Have a sweet and blessed year! 

 

Rabbi Dalia Marx is Associate Professor of liturgy and midrash at the Jerusalem campus of Hebrew 

Union College. This article was first published on the Beit Avi Chai website and a new version will be 

published in Rabbi Marx’s new book on the Jewish Calendar. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

TESHUVA  

Chaim Seidler-Feller 

  

Teshuva – technically understood to signify repentance, derives from a root meaning to return, 

suggesting a process that is less sacramental and more psychological. The return on a personal 

level requires self-assessment, an appraisal of one’s character and a commitment to address 

and correct one’s flaws. And on a national level the return implies a need for a collective 

cheshbon ha-nefesh, a deep soul-searching. 

 In this spirit I propose that during the Teshuva season (and beyond) we ought to reflect on the 

following difficult questions: how can a people that struggled throughout its history against 

one oppressive regime after another have been transformed into an oppressor of another 

people?  how can we who have institutionalized the memory of slavery and redemption – 

zeker l’yitziat mitzrayim – suppress the freedom of those we rule? and how can we who claim 

to be committed to tikkun olam, ignore the obligation of tikkun he-chatzer – repairing our own 

courtyard? Even more fundamentally we ought to be asking ourselves, what happened to our 

vaunted Jewish morality?  Does our encounter with and necessary embrace of power mean 

that our pursuit of justice must inevitably fail? Or is it possible that having tasted the elixir of 

success and power that, in our mature awareness that we are no longer the world’s victim, we 

can utilize our principles to function as a limitation on the excesses that invariably flow from 

the exercise of unrestrained power? 

 Almost forty years ago my mentor and teacher, David Hartman, ob”m, taught me that 

the most serious religious question confronting the Jewish people today was, how to govern as 

a dominant majority? Hanging in the balance was and still is whether or not the principles of 

Judaism are merely theoretical ideas or are living and guiding directives. As Nachum 

Goldman said long ago,  

“For two-thousand years we Jews have lived without power. And without 

power we formed the noblest visions and highest ideals. Now we have power. 

In Israel we have a flag, an army, an air force, and an intelligence apparatus, 

the envy of every nation in the region. And in America we have wealth, status 

and political influence. Yes, we have power, but we have not yet learned to use 

that power in the service of our ideals. So it is that the Jewish people has never 

been more threatened than it is today. For what is threatened is the ethical 

core of our being, the ethos of the Jewish people.” 

 

Rabbi Chaim Seidler-Feller is the Director Emeritus of the Yitzhak Rabin Hillel Center for 

Jewish Life at UCLA and Director of the Hartman Fellowship for Campus Professionals. 

 



 

The Situation  

David Grossman  

(From Hebrew: Jesicca Cohen) 
 

 

To want, to want – 

I dare 

to want, 

I still recall – 

though less and less –  

what it’s like to want, 

to hope, 

to believe, 

that we can still escape 

this fate. 

 

      * 

Inside the  

sealed bubble 

that we call ‘the situation,’ 

two wrestlers stand, 

arms locked, exhausted, 

both desperate 

and both right – 

Oh, so right, 

so right there’s no light 

inside the bubble. 

Might is right 

inside the bubble. 

It’s our destiny,  

called ‘the situation’ – 

Don’t breathe, 

not even once, 

not with both lungs. 

Don’t ever 

be free, 

don’t really be. 

 

 

 



 

We can never have our lives, 

If they do not have their lives. 

They can never have their lives, 

If we do not have our lives. 

 

             * 

 

Quick to despair, 

we turn and run 

from rumors of 

a chance, 

from word of 

hope. 

But the candies of war –  

the enmity, 

the hatred,  

the revenge –  

they want to taste them 

again and again, 

the frenzied children 

of catastrophe. 

They never tire, 

they keep embracing  

death 

as a way of life. 

 

            * 

 

To want, to want – 

I dare to want, 

I still recall 

(but less and less)  

what it’s like 

to want, 

to hope, 

to yearn, 

and to believe we can still 

write this story  

differently. 

 

 

 

 



 

To believe 

that I will yet be 

a free man, 

a free people, 

in my country, 

in my home, 

inside my soul. 

 

           * 

 

“…for behold, I create new heavens and a new earth; 

and the voice of weeping shall be no more heard in her,  

nor the voice of crying. 

There shall be no more thence an infant of days,  

nor an old man, that hath not filled his days;  

for the youngest shall die a hundred years old.”    (Isaiah 65:17-20) 

 

           * 

 

I want to raise children 

in the light, 

so that their shadow falls 

on no one, 

so that they never know the darkness 

of occupation 

and of terror. 

In the light, 

I want them. 

In the light, 

in the weary, blemished beauty 

of the day-to-day. 

In the gentle glow 

of the future. 

In the light, I want them 

in the light, 

with the full, 

open breath 

of returning to life 

after a war.                                                                         Click HERE for the song's website 
 

http://yeshmatsav.co.il/#en

