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e dedicate this issue of Sh’ma to the life and work of Debbie Friedman, z”l, whose
music has inspired hopefulness in the face of despair and perseverance in the face of

challenges that embattle the spirit. Much of what appears in these pages touches on
Debbie’s gift for creating music and deep connection. We explore the power of prayer — in
particular, the Misheberach, the prayer for healing. We also look at ritual and its capacity to effect
healing, at strategies for maintaining a realistic sense of hope in facing illness or any number of
challenging situations, and at the relationship between hope and suffering. We trust that this
issue will inspire reflection of a deep sort and offer an opportunity to consider how we assess the
measure of a life. Sh’ma greatly appreciates the generous contributions of the Opaline Foundation
and the Kalsman Institute on Judaism and Health at the Hebrew Union College–Jewish Institute of
Religion in Los Angeles, sponsors of this issue on health, healing, and hope. — S.B.

W

Prayer and the Courage to Heal
J U L I E  P E L C  A D L E R

This morning I received a text message from
my Aunt Linda saying, “I am doing
well… love being home after three weeks

in the hospital and rehab.” I almost replied, as
if on rabbinic autopilot, “I’ve been praying for
your recovery,” but instead wrote, “I’ve been
thinking of you a lot! You’re so strong!” Some
might argue that my aunt was able to recover
from the infection in her hip replacement, to heal
from the surgeries to remove the new hip and
clean the prosthesis, and to begin rehabilitation
again because God heard the prayers of the
many individuals and communities pray-
ing for her health and healing. But then,
what about those who don’t have the
strength or courage to persist — those
whose infections, diseases, or disabilities pressed
them past the point of healing? Does God deem
them less worthy of renewed health? Do their
families and friends pray less zealously? Aunt Lin-
da replied, “Well, you have been my inspiration.”

Almost nine years ago (when I was 26), I
was forced to completely relearn how to func-
tion after a brain aneurysm ruptured in my cere-
bellum. In addition to the open-cranial brain
surgery and five weeks in the hospital and
rehab, there were countless outpatient therapies
and doctors working tirelessly to nudge me in
the direction of healing. There were also rabbis,
ministers, chaplains, friends, and family pray-
ing for my recovery: My rabbinic school class-
mates held healing services around my hospital

bed; friends placed notes in the Wailing Wall for
me; and the silent prayers of my worried family
circled me like a protective salve. I am an or-
dained rabbi. I recovered and survived.

People tell me quite frequently that I am “a
miracle,” which makes me shudder. Though I ap-
preciate the sentiment, the theological implica-
tions are abhorrent to me. Were I to accept that
I am worthy of being a “miracle,” I would also
have to accept that the vast majority of young
adults who die instantly from aneurysms are

not. I do not want to be a miracle; I cannot be-
lieve in a God who would deliberately select in-
dividuals based on unknown criteria and “allow”
them to survive calamities any more than I can
believe in a God who would deliberately select
individuals to suffer. And I do not believe that I
survived merely because God was persuaded by
the prayers of my friends and family. I don’t
know that prayer “works” in that sense. 

There are three ways that prayer can be ef-
fective. The one we usually mean when we say
that prayer “works” is what might be called a
prayer of intervention: If I can only pray the
correct prayer, in the correct way, doing every-
thing just so, God will do as I ask and grant my
request. I do not accept that kind of prayer. 

In essence, prayers for healing can be
transformative. But they’re not magic; I do
not believe that prayers alone can heal. 



At the other end of the spectrum is what some
call “humanistic effectiveness.” This type of
prayer elevates and inspires a community to ac-
tion; it helps people bond and feel comforted
in the face of suffering. We confront our own
fears and awareness of mortality, appreciating
the very tenuous and fragile nature of our
human bodies. This type of prayer, I know,
works. It can generate the very results it seeks.
Between those two kinds of prayer is a huge
gray area of possibilities. There might be a
“metaphysical effectiveness of human agency”
(“I’m sending you healing energy”) or any va-
riety of responses from God (“God hears us and
offers us compassion, even if God does not in-
tervene to solve the problem”). And I don’t
know yet what I believe about the many possi-
bilities that inhabit this gray area.

I know I believe that prayers for healing can
be transformative, even if only at the level of
humanistic effectiveness. But I don’t think
prayers are magic; I do not believe that prayers
alone can heal, or that they can necessarily
compel God to heal us. For that matter, I don’t

even believe that healing is necessarily a com-
plete return to life as it was before the accident,
illness, or disability. Healing requires coming to
terms with life as it is now: life with struggle
(and sometimes chronic pain or discomfort),
and life with the memory of what came before.
Healing requires work, strength, and courage.
Healing is a partnership among body, spirit,
and soul — between humanity and the divine,
the individual and the community.

To tell Aunt Linda, “I’ve been praying for
you” would be inauthentic, not because I
wouldn’t pray for her but because I couldn’t —
not without explaining all of this, and clarifying
all of the understandings about what I think it
might mean to pray for someone, so that she
would be clear on what I did and did not mean
by what I said. 

Since many people do not wish to hear —
especially in a time of trouble — that prayer
may not be effective in the way they think 
it ought to be, I am beginning to find that 
it’s best, in general, to just not say, “I’ve been 
praying for you” at all.

[ 2 ]   J U N E  2 0 1 1  |  S I V A N  5 7 7 1

S H M A . C O M

Rabbi Julie Pelc Adler will
begin working at the Aitz Hayim

Center for Jewish Living in
Chicago, Ill., this summer. She
also serves as the director of

the Berit Mila Program of
Reform Judaism and the
executive director of the
National Organization of

American Mohalim. She is co-
editor of the anthology, Joining

the Sisterhood: Young Jewish
Women Write Their Lives, which

was published by the State
University of New York Press in

2003. She found deep
personal and spiritual meaning

writing and researching her
rabbinic thesis on the book of

Job: “Talk to Me: (Or, When
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When We Pray, We Are Talking to God
D E B O R A H  K R A M

In the last years of his life, my paternal grand-
father would repeat a particular teaching to
each of his grandchildren whenever we

talked with him. After his death, we realized
this was not forgetful behavior on his part, but
that he had left each of us with a special mes-
sage. Mine was: Tefilah b’li kavanah, k’guf b’li
neshamah, prayer without intention is as a body
without a soul. I have ruminated on and strug-
gled with my grandfather’s departing message
throughout my adult years. While I have
embraced Torah study with unbounded enthu-
siasm, embracing the associated joys and
challenges of wrestling with text, my mind and
heart work appreciably harder at connecting
with God through prayer. Perhaps this is due to
the realization that when we study Torah, God
is in conversation with us, but when we pray,
we are talking to God. The classic dialectic of
placing one’s humble human self in intimate
conversation with majestic God has led me not
to complete discouragement or abandonment,
but to a continual struggle to engage fully.

In times of need, beseeching God on behalf
of others presents no obstacle in my prayerful
intentions. Godly praise and thanksgiving
come without hesitation. The siddur offers

meaningful scripts of poetry and prose to
express my awe and gratitude. But I am repeat-
edly challenged when the focus of my
petitionary prayer is my own self. As I have
faced some of life’s more dramatic scenarios,
I've begun to conquer my reticence to pray
meaningfully on my own behalf without being
overwhelmed by a sense of audacity. 

The weekday Amidah, the pinnacle of the
prayer service, opens with blessings of praise. It
delineates our relationship to God and then
moves from blessings of a spiritual, ephemeral
nature — acknowledging God as the source of
insight, repentance, forgiveness, and redemp-
tion — to blessings of a physical nature —
blessings for health and sustenance. The
Amidah then turns to blessings pertaining to
national concerns, and concludes with bless-
ings of thanksgiving and peace.

As with the Amidah’s other blessings, the
blessing for health and healing is addressed as
a collective concern. Most unusually, according
to the Tosefta1 and subsequent commentators,
the composers of this prayer changed the
wording of the verse in Jeremiah 17:14 from a
singular plea, “Heal me, O Lord, and let me be
healed,” to a plural form, “Heal us, O Lord, and

Deborah Kram is a senior
scholar and consultant on

Jewish education. She served
in Boston as director of adult

learning for the Combined
Jewish Philanthropies, as the

family education consultant for
the Bureau of Jewish

Education, and as the co-
founder and director of

Ma’ayan, a program of lifelong
Jewish learning for women.

1 Tosefta, Megillah, 3:41. 



let us be healed.” Homiletically, the plural form
allows us to include others who are ill and in
need of our prayers without privileging anyone.
We are also given an opportunity to insert a
personalized plea.

While the central Refa’enu blessing con-
centrates on our health, the addendum calls
upon God to specifically grant both refu’at
hanefesh and refu’at haguf, spiritual healing
and physical healing. This expanded language
acknowledges the mind-body connection and
recognizes mental wellbeing as an arguably
essential ingredient of overall health.

This connection is hinted at in the central
blessing, for after requesting healing we then
ask for salvation: Hoshe’anu v’nivashe’ah, save
us and we shall be saved. Within yeshu’ah, sal-
vation, is the kernel of yesh, “being.” We are
praying for God to grant us a refreshed and
renewed self, in body and in soul. 

My late grandfather chose to teach me
decades ago that a life of meaningful devotion
requires intention. Being mindful in prayer
cannot ensure good health, but it can serve 
to gently nurture our spirit and deepen our 
relationship with the divine. 
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1 “Who is rich? Hasmeah b’helko,
those who rejoice in their portion.”
Pirkei Avot 4:1.

The Confession of One’s Soul
D A V I D  E L L E N S O N

When my friend Susan Berrin invited me
to write for Sh’ma, she asked that I re-
spond to two very significant existential

questions: How do we assess if we have done
enough during our lifetime? And, how do we
measure the import and significance of a life?
Rather than answer abstractly, offering a philo-
sophical reflection upon the meaning of life, I
will respond personally, describing the com-
plexity of the human situation as I experience it. 

I am fully aware that I write as a public fig-
ure, having served for a full decade as president
of the Hebrew Union College–Jewish Institute
of Religion. Although I much prefer the life of a
scholar — the control and order such a life af-
fords as well as the passion and joy that full-
time engagement with ideas and thought evokes
— there are public and private dimensions of
this position that I enjoy. While I often “rejoice”
in my life, I know that however much I accom-
plish, it is never enough. I feel the weight of
yearning constantly to do more, and the satis-
factions that accompany my work seem fleeting
and transitory in comparison to the enormity of
the necessary tasks that are yet to be completed. 

This is my “confession,” an attempt to look
honestly at my life — its accomplishments and
shortfalls. These reflections are born out of my
character (a contemplative and sometimes even
disconsolate personality) and more generally
out of my pervasive personal angst about not do-
ing enough. Even our Jewish funeral liturgy
suggests this tension: “O Lord, what is man that
You have regard for us? What are we, that You
are mindful of us? We are like a breath; our days
are like a passing shadow; we come and go like
grass, which in the morning shoots up, renewed,
and in the evening fades and withers.” (verses

from Psalms) Macbeth’s poignant soliloquy ac-
knowledges that doubt and frustration — such
as the despair that marks my own life — are uni-
versal aspects of the human condition: “Life’s
but a walking shadow, a poor player that struts
and frets his hour upon the stage and then is
heard no more, it is a tale told by an idiot, full
of sound and fury, signifying nothing.”

The burden and worry that so many of us
seem to bear as we come closer to death struck
me more intensely this past January at the fu-
neral of Debbie Friedman. Debbie contributed
so significantly to Jewish worship renewal, and
her prayers and songs are sung in every quar-
ter of the world. The outpouring of love and ap-
preciation for her, both in life and after her
death, made clear just how profoundly she
touched the lives of tens of thousands of people
in the most intimate ways. By every reasonable
standard, hers was a life of outstanding ac-
complishment and unquestionable significance. 

Although no one had more reason to “rejoice
in her portion,”1 insecurity and doubt about her
contributions to life and their meaning plagued
Debbie’s soul. In a message she wrote to her
friend Alice Shalvi in Jerusalem just two months
prior to her death, she confided: “I think we are
frightened of our own death for a few reasons.
First of all, we wonder if we have given anything
to the world; [have we given] enough that we will
be remembered? Then, we are terrified [that] we
are going to be forgotten. That we will have lived
and worked hard to make a difference in the
world and it will all have been for nothing because

Rabbi David Ellenson is
president of the Hebrew Union
College–Jewish Institute of
Religion. He is the author of
Rabbi Esriel Hildesheimer and
the Creation of a Modern
Jewish Orthodoxy and After
Emancipation: Jewish
Religious Responses 
to Modernity, which won the
2005 National Jewish Book
Award, specifically receiving
the Dorot Foundation Award as
the most outstanding book on
modern Jewish thought and
experience. His book with
Daniel Gordis on 19th- and
20th-century Orthodox
responses to conversion will be
published by Stanford
University Press in early 2012.  

Insecurity and doubt about her contributions to life and
their meaning plagued Debbie Friedman’s soul.
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Debbie Friedman understood the dual di-
rection of the Misheberach prayer. For
some people — usually — and for all

people some of the time, it is a prayer for divine
intervention: “God, do something!” For others
and almost all of the time, it is more of a com-
munal and public affirmation of hope — binding
people together in a sharing of each individual’s
particularity. It was Debbie’s genius to bring
those two distinct intentions into one explicit ex-
pression through a beautiful melody. And when
we conclude the prayer with “And let us say,
amen,” moist eyes in the congregation affirm that
the sacred but sometimes flat routine of prayer
has been leavened by personal engagement, grat-
itude, and outreach to others in the room.

The aspiration for healing and even cure
was disappointed this past winter by Debbie’s
suffering in a little hospital in Orange County,
Calif. But the second direction of the
“Misheberach” — the communal affirmation —
was not disappointed; people came together in
an expression that mirrored the re-creation of
Debbie’s prayer. And we continue to honor her
memory by examining what it is we do when
we pray, “May the One who blessed our ances-
tors, bless [a certain person] with a complete
healing of body and soul.”

In the many congregations I visit each year,
I see people who would call themselves skeptics
and cynics waiting for the moment in the serv-
ice when the shaliach tzibur (emissary of prayer)
turns to them and says something like: “And
now with the Torah open before us, we think of
those who….” Then, these urbane congregants
stand up with a look of innocence on their faces
— the elderly and the young, the simple and the
wise — to announce the name of someone
about whom they are concerned. The Mishe-
berach impulse had, by 1995 or so, migrated
throughout clal Yisrael because of Debbie 

Friedman’s rendition of this ancient prayer. 
What is this prayer that we utter? Where

does it come from? And how different is its for-
mula from the “traditional formula” we vaguely
knew before we heard Debbie’s translation?
How did a prayer muttered at the bima and
barely heard become the central moment in lib-
eral religious ceremony? How did a prayer with
so much complex baggage become defined by
its healing urgency? 

“May the one who blessed our ancestors,
bless this friend/sister/parent/colleague, giving
a complete healing…and, while you are at it,
God, soften the lump in my throat.” The hope
for intervention is a vertical approach, a direc-
tional description of the clunky word “theurgy”
(influencing God’s actions). Engagement with
one’s community is the horizontal piece; it’s
about shared, participatory and, ultimately, cul-
tural bonding. Because you blessed Abraham
and Sarah, O God, bless my cousin who is ill.
We cite the biblical patriarchy to affirm that we
belong to this community. Two directions are
built into the prayer itself: We invoke the an-
cient community (horizontal) in the hope for di-
vine intervention (vertical). But over time, an
attachment to ancestors may have lost strength
in our upwardly aimed petition. It may no
longer mean that one’s hope is justified by
precedent. Now we add a vertical historical con-
nection to the already horizontal and contem-
poraneous support we find in the communal
setting. We may not believe that God will
choose to make a Jew in Pittsburgh well, while
ignoring a little girl in India; but we know how
we hope when our backs are against the wall. 

Understanding the Misheberach prayer re-
ceived a boost in the mid-1950s when Avraham
Yaari (and two important scholars after him)
published major essays in Kiryat Sefer, (the of-
ficial research organ of the National Library of

A Prayer for Healing: The Misheberach
W I L L I A M  C U T T E R
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Hear Debbie Friedman sing
“Misheberach” on

www.shma.com.

it is forgotten and we are forgotten. That, in fact,
we are nothing more than dust and ashes.”

In her creativity and passion for life, as well
as in her profound doubt, Debbie embodied the
essence of the human spirit. Her capacity to in-
spire the world with her transcendent music
had as its foundation a unique insight into the
depths and pain, the hopes and fears, of the
human soul. Her music and her questions re-
main a powerful and honest legacy for us all. 

These are the questions with which we
wrestle — and there is no nechemta, consola-
tion, that can completely remove the angst as-
sociated with such reflections. Rather, it is
through such confession and in the personal
scouring and examination of the depths of
one’s soul that I find a modicum of relief from
the doubt and uncertainty that characterize
questions about how to measure the fullness
and significance of a life. 
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Jerusalem). These essays and the inventory of
Misheberach prayers surprise us with informa-
tion about the origins and suppleness of the
prayers for healing. Further more, our best esti-
mations as to the origin of the prayer (and its
original purpose) are contained in the Kiryat
Sefer material. Research indicates that the
prayer originated as a purely theological re-
sponse in a vein similar to the prayer for rain in
a drought: “The One who caused rain will
surely be able to bring rain upon….” (Mishnah
Ta’anit) As time went on, and in communities
too various to specify here, the Misheberach
evolved from a prayer that blessed a whole
community in imitation of Solomon’s prayer for
the people, to an occasional prayer that men-
tioned specific issues in the lives of particular
communities. There was even a time — and a
few examples remain in documents — when
the Misheberach was preceded by the words,
“Yehi ratzon…” (May it be Your will…)

The prayer seems to have migrated from its
origins as a prayer for rain, citing God’s provi-
dence in previous circumstances as justification
for hoping that such providence would reappear,
to a prayer recited in synagogues throughout Eu-
rope and the Middle East. It took on various
“nuscha’ot” (versions) and was chanted for a va-
riety of occasions. The standard formula gener-
ally remained — almost always, the prayer was
connected to the Torah or Haftarah reading.
There are Misheberach prayers for every kind of
illness, and almost every kind of relationship;
there are Misheberach prayers for people who re-
frain from gossip, for people who maintain re-
sponsible business ethics. There are Misheber-
ach blessings for everyone in the community,
but slanderers, gossips, and schlemiels are ex-
cluded. And there is even a (most touching)
Misheberach for the community of people who
disappeared suddenly from Budapest in 1943, in
the hope that they would make a swift return. 

Debbie’s curiosity drew her to expand the
repertory of uses for a healing prayer. Elabora-
tions and innovations, variations on the core
theme, seem justified by a slew of historical
precedents and particular circumstances. Even
the well-considered distinction between “cur-
ing” (what doctors do) and “healing” (what we
all have to do) emerges as more important
through her creative hand.

New research on the prayer is under way
— even urging that we consider a revised text
for individuals in a liminal state of being main-
tained in their disease without any acute emer-
gent moment. And recognizing the “inventory”

of public uses becomes a lesson for today’s
Jewish student: Whom would you include in a
prayer for health? What healing did Jewish tra-
dition ascribe to David, Miriam, Hezekiah, Ben
Zakkai, Rabbi Judah? The theurgic aspect of the
theology remains problematic for the modern
skeptic. But the community vector is powerful
enough to drive even the most pessimistic wor-
shipper toward hope. It moves us to stand up in
synagogues large and small to wait patiently for
that moment when we might announce the
name of a sister or brother, a friend or parent. 

The communal experience remains espe-
cially powerful when one embeds a current
hope in a contemporary variation on an original
form, or matbeah. This has been Debbie’s gift,
and it was her quest — especially as she ma-
tured as a performer, worshipper, and musician.
When we studied this prayer more thoroughly,
Debbie was thrilled to learn of each newly dis-
covered nuance: the association with tzedakah,
the ability to improvise, the spontaneity per-
mitted within the matbeah, and even the occa-
sional criticisms of those within the community
who felt the prayer lacked authenticity.

As we remember Debbie Friedman, the
prayer she fashioned with Drora Setel remains
a symbol of disappointed hopes, a prayer unan-
swered, but a prayer that binds us to each
other. Her ultimate wish for us was to remain a
community, even when our aspirations weren’t
realized. And so, while many of us remain
skeptical and disappointed in our hopes for di-
vine intervention, her dream has been satisfied
by the way in which thousands have held on
to each other since her death. 
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Musical Midrash
E V A N  K E N T

Ibecame acquainted with Debbie Friedman’s
music while I was a camper and participant
in the National Federation of Temple Youth

group during the 1970s. Her music, which
touched the soul and heart, provided the sound-
track for much of my adolescence. Only more
recently have I begun to understand the techni-
cal aspects of the art she created: an intricate
musical tapestry of lyrics, melody and support-
ing harmony. Debbie’s “L’chi Lach” illustrates
this fusion of text and music particularly well. 

This piece of music functions as a midrash
on the biblical story of Abraham’s journey. A
continually rising vocal line provides us with a
sense of direction and a feeling of moving for-
ward. The story of our ancestors is also one of
perseverance; such a vocal line demands just
that perseverance from the amateur singer. The
musical range pushes the natural limits of what
might be considered appropriate for congrega-
tional singing. And yet, as it is sung, we don’t
give up; rather, we journey forward. 

A particularly salient feature of the song is
the juxtaposition of the masculine “lech l’cha”
(which is the name of the Torah portion) with
the feminine “l’chi lach.” While the phrase
“l’chi lach” ignores the natural Hebraic word
stress — giving the words almost equal value
— “lech l’cha” more closely mirrors the Hebrew
text rhythm. Why did she set these texts this
way? Why does she seem to purposely defeat
the natural word stress? Perhaps, Debbie is
making a radical statement as she announces
that the biblical text has been re-imagined, re-
envisioned. While the textual proximity of
“l’chi lach” and “lech l’cha” indicates similar-
ity, Debbie is informing the listener that the
two phrases are not the same. In a seemingly
simple yet extraordinarily elegant musical
phrase, Debbie indicates that although these
phrases function grammatically in the same

way (second person, singular, command), the
feminine form is a midrashic construct. In a
powerful, fleeting musical moment, we are
transported back through the millennia; we
hear our matriarchs called by God to journey
forth — even though we know little of their
lives from our sacred texts. 

This is the power of Debbie’s music — to
provide voice to the voiceless and bring those
from the margins of society into the larger com-
munal tent of Jewish worship and life. A simple
phrase like “l’chi lach,” set as eloquently as only
Debbie could, tells the listener that we all be-
long, that we all have a place in our communal
storytelling.

The conclusion of each verse of the song re-
inforces this sense of community: 

“And you shall be a blessing / You shall be a
blessing / You shall be a blessing, l’chi lach.

Debbie’s choice to exclude “and” from the
last two lines of the verse strengthens the mes-
sage. By leaving out a simple “and,” she ac-
knowledges the imprecise nature of the English
language; in turn, she highlights “you.” In
Hebrew, the grammar clarifies the subject. But
the English “you” is less clear. It is as if Debbie
is constructing concentric circles of blessing.
The first “you” of “And you shall be a blessing”
speaks to the individual. The next “you” ex-
tends the blessing to the greater community.
And perhaps the final “you” extends across
space and time as we are joined together with
all those souls who seek blessing. 

“L’chi Lach” not only exemplifies Debbie
Friedman’s gifts as a composer; it also demon-
strates her desire that we all recognize the
power we have in creating moments of sacred-
ness and blessing in each others’ lives as we
journey forward.

Evan Kent has been the cantor
at Temple Isaiah in Los Angeles

since his investiture from the
Hebrew Union College–Jewish
Institute of Religion in 1988.

Now serving as director of the
cantorial music program at

HUC–JIR, Kent is on the
editorial advisory committee

for the new machzor being
developed by the Central
Conference of American

Rabbis. He is currently
pursuing a doctoral degree in

music at Boston University,
where his research focuses on

informal Jewish music
education and its impact on

the development of Jewish
identity.

Hear Debbie Friedman 
sing “L’chi Lach” on

www.shma.com.
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Chanting: A Mishkan for Healing
S H E F A  G O L D

Chanting, the repetition of a sacred
phrase, transforms the words of liturgy
into a doorway that becomes an en-

trance into an expanded state of consciousness.
From those expanded states, we have access to
the fullness of our power to bless and to heal
both ourselves and others. The sacred words
light up our inner treasures; the unique medi-
cine that we each carry may be revealed. Rabbi
Abraham Joshua Heschel said, “It is only after
we kindle a light in the words that we are able
to behold the riches they contain.” We kindle a
light in the words through careful and loving
attention to breath, intention, meaning, sound,
melody, harmony, tone, rhythm, and the will to
repeat a phrase long enough to allow a shift in
consciousness to occur. Energy that is gener-
ated in the chant can then be focused and re-
fined for healing.

The art of chanting in community requires
a double focus — on the ever-deepening center
of one’s being and on the group energy that is
emerging. With each repetition of the phrase,
the chanter has an opportunity to strengthen
and refine both these points of focus. By open-
ing the heart, the chanter finds within herself
more to give the group. And by becoming a ser-
vant to the group, the chanter is given access to
the deeper realms of her own heart.

When the sound of a chant has ended, the
most subtle, transformative, powerful part of
the practice can begin. By entering into the si-
lence after a chant, we can receive both the di-
vine influx and the gifts that bubble up from
the soul. The silence after a chant is a com-
pletely different yet complementary practice to
the chant itself. At the end of a chant, the si-
lence allows us to focus attention on the breath
moving gently in and out of the heart. One sur-
renders to the power that the chant has gener-
ated, letting it do its work within. In the silence,
the chanter notices everything possible, know-
ing that a heightened attention is necessary in
order to enter in through whatever doors have
been opened by the power of the chant.
Awareness of a state magnifies its benefit.

The healing power of a chant depends on
the ability to create a vehicle for energy. That
vehicle is like the mishkan, the movable sanc-
tuary that housed the holy ark during our wan-
dering in the wilderness. Into that mishkan, we

invite the presence of the divine to dwell. It be-
comes the nexus point between the infinite and
finite realms. The stronger, more spacious, and
clearer the mishkan is, the more energy it can
receive and transmit.

When we chant, we are building a mishkan
at four distinct yet interconnecting levels: at the
level of the group, in relationship, in the body,
and in the heart. During a chant for the pur-
pose of healing, we call on the fullness of our
passion and generosity to build and strengthen
the mishkan at all levels.

In Kabbalah, four worlds exist: the physical
world of action; the emotional world of expres-
sion, feeling and creativity; the world of know-
ing; and the spiritual world of being and
interconnection. A chant becomes a healing
force when all four worlds within the chanter
are engaged. The chant vibrates through the
body, opening up and enlivening the physical
world. The emotions are engaged through the
building of intention. The world of knowing is
engaged through learning about the content
and context of the sacred phrase. And the spir-
itual world is activated as our sense of sepa-
rateness dissolves and we open up to God
through expanded states of consciousness.
Through the practice of chanting, we can acti-
vate all of our disparate parts at once and be-
come the vehicle for God’s healing power.

Rabbi Shefa Gold, a leader 
in ALEPH: Alliance for Jewish
Renewal, received smikha from
both the Reconstructionist
Rabbinical College and Rabbi
Zalman Schachter-Shalomi,
foremost founder of the Jewish
Renewal movement. She is the
director of C-DEEP, The Center
for Devotional Energy and
Ecstatic Practice in Jemez
Springs, N.M. A composer and
performer of spiritual music,
Gold has produced ten
albums, and her liturgies have
been published in several new
prayer books. She is the author
of In the Fever of Love: An
Illumination of the Song of
Songs and Torah Journeys: 
The Inner Path to the Promised
Land. Gold trains rabbis,
cantors, and lay leaders in the
art of chanting. To listen to her
chanting, visit shma.com or
rabbishefagold.com. 

Discussion Guide
Bringing together a myriad of voices and experiences provides Sh’ma readers with
an opportunity in a few very full pages to explore a topic of Jewish interest from a
variety of perspectives. To facilitate a fuller discussion of these ideas, we offer the
following questions:

1. Are there connections between belief, spirituality, physical health and mental
health, and, if so, what are they?

2. What is your vision for a community-based multifaceted program in healing
and health? That is, how might our institutions — both teaching and communal
membership organizations — be transformed to offer healthier, more vibrant
opportunities to address illness, suffering, health, death, etc.?

3. Are healing circles helpful? How so? What role does the Misheberach prayer
serve? Does it add to the healing of the individual? Is it recited for the benefit
of the person praying?

4. What are the legitimate expectations of our communal leaders who serve
people facing illness and loss?

5. What roles do the cultural and expressive arts — music, painting, dance, etc. —
play in the process of health and healing?
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Elie Kaplan Spitz is rabbi of
Congregation B’nai Israel in

Tustin, Calif. He is the author 
of two books, Healing from

Despair: Choosing Wholeness
in a Broken World and Does
the Soul Survive?: A Jewish
Journey to Belief in Afterlife,

Past Lives & Living with
Purpose. He is serving his 

third five-year term as a
member of the Conservative
movement’s Committee on
Jewish Law and Standards.

Rethinking Music Making: 
A Teshuvah for the Conservative Movement
E L I E  K A P L A N  S P I T Z

“Proclaim your love each morning; tell of your faithfulness each night, to the music of the lute
and the melody of the harp.” Psalm 92

These words are from the psalm for
Shabbat. During Temple times, a pilgrim
would hear sounds of the Levite musi-

cians as he came upon the Temple Mount.
Those musical sounds ceased to exist as
Shabbat worship — in memory of the Temple’s
destruction and also as a preventive measure,
lest the playing of musical instruments lead to
fixing (shema yetakein), a task that is prohib-
ited on Shabbat and Yom Tov.

In the aftermath of the destruction of the
Temple, all music was forbidden. Third-century
Babylonian rabbis are recorded in the Talmud
as saying, “The ear that listens to music should
be torn off; when there is song in a house, there
is destruction on its threshold.” (B. Sotah 48a)
So great was the fear of repairing an instrument
on Shabbat during the first centuries of the
Common Era that the early rabbis of Israel even
forbade clapping or slapping the thigh on the
holy day. (Mishnah Beitzah 5:2) But because of
the natural desire to celebrate, and to do so
with music, the observance of the blanket pro-
hibition eventually waned. Clapping during
moments of active singing or deep emotion was
a natural response, and hard to monitor. In the
12th century, the Tosafot commentators of the
Rhineland wrote, “For us, who are not experts
in making musical instruments, it is not appro-
priate to make this decree in our days,” (B.
Beitzah 30a) thereby removing the protective
decree, at least for clapping. The major codes
continued to forbid the playing of musical in-
struments on Shabbat, because of the concerns
about fixing and public carrying. Consequently,
for much of synagogue history, Shabbat liturgy
was sung a cappella.  

For the past five years, Rabbi Elliot Dorff and
I have worked on a teshuvah, a legal respon-
sum, revisiting the question of whether instru-
mental music is permitted on Shabbat and Yom
Tov. Our responsum seeks to define the permis-
sible uses of a broad array of instruments, 

prescribing certain limitations (which many
may feel are too restrictive) and offering per-
mission for others (which will disturb some).
The Conservative movement’s Committee on
Jewish Law and Standards (CJLS) was sched-
uled to vote on the 50-page teshuvah as Sh’ma
went to press in mid-May.

In the Conservative movement, the CJLS
permitted the use of the organ in synagogues
in 1959, a response to the creation of the State

of Israel and the decision that it was no
longer necessary to mourn the Temple’s
destruction. The organ did not raise
questions of “carrying” or even “fix-
ing.” In 1970, the minutes of the CJLS

expanded the organ ruling to include the use of
guitars without an analysis of the different vio-
lations of Shabbat that portable instruments
might entail. During recent decades, the use of
musical instruments has grown among syna-
gogues in the movement. Although most
Conservative synagogues still forbid musical in-
struments on Shabbat, some synagogues affili-
ated with the movement have introduced
instrumental music, feeling that the music fos-
ters communal singing, offers beauty, spiritu-
ally uplifts, and draws participants. Some argue
that the introduction of musical instruments
may put a damper on introspection and com-
munal singing. But these dangers are also pres-
ent with cantorial music and choirs, which are
commonly accepted.

The key concerns in our teshuvah are
whether instruments may be played on Shabbat
and, if so, how to protect the sanctity of the holy
day. We conclude that music making, itself, is
not forbidden; only making an instrument or
fixing it is prohibited. In that regard, the sources
forbid replacing a musical string on Shabbat but
may permit tuning. We encourage synagogues
to provide for instruments or storage for instru-
ments in order to avoid the need for musicians
to carry their instruments from a private to a
public domain. And we ask that stage set-up
and electrical equipment be put into place be-
fore Shabbat. Our goal is to provide a balance
between enabling music and honoring Shabbat. 

As pointed out by Rabbi Bahya ben Asher

The Conservative movement permitted use of the organ in 1959, 
a response to the creation of the State of Israel and the decision

that it was no longer necessary to mourn the Temple’s destruction.
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in the 15th century, the Hebrew words for
“prayer” and “song” have the same numerical
equivalent (515) or gematria. Words of prayer
are emotionally amplified, personalized, and
made more full-bodied through song. For those
in our movement who wish to use musical in-
struments to encourage singing and as a tool to
engage the heartstrings of worshippers, we offer
guidance and reinforce some restrictions. If, as
Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel has taught,

Shabbat is a palace in time, then there is a need
for an architecture of restraint in which to craft
holy space. Such an architectural plan is sub-
ject to review and reconfiguration, while keep-
ing in mind the ultimate goals of setting aside
holy time and permitting the removal of un-
necessary barriers. We honor differences in our
movement, while retaining a commitment to
Shabbat as a time set apart from the remainder
of the week for spiritual uplift. 

Healing Is Always Possible
R A C H E L  B R O D I E  &  A B B Y  C A P L I N

For those confronting serious illness, unless a hospital chaplain appears (and not necessarily a
Jewish one), the words and wisdom of Judaism are rarely brought into treatment and waiting
rooms. “Healing services” are the most prominent form of Jewish ritual around illness, but there
are other forms that address a variety of needs, moods, and comfort zones. Ancient ritual objects
used for healing include amulets, stones, and a red string. Each of these items allows for
symbolic transference by concretizing an abstract value, such as love, power, or support.  

Abby,

I’m delighted to be in conversation with
you about the role of ritual in healing. I’m
particularly interested in hearing about

healing rituals you’ve facilitated and how this
both intersects with, and is influenced by,
your many years as a physician and mind-
body therapist.

When broaching the subject of ritual (not
prayers per se) with people who are ill, more
often than not I encounter resistance: “Are you
some kind of shaman?” “That’s so Berkeley!”
Or, “What I have is terminal. I’m not going to
heal from it.” The latter is one of the reasons I
don’t usually use the term “healing ritual.” 

I prefer to use rituals to help people be pres-
ent in the moment, and one of the most effec-
tive ways to do that is to use ritual objects.
Objects, such as the Amphora Album or
Chemotherapy Siddur (see explanation in mar-
gin), which  Jewish Milestones developed, or a
few stones or a cup of water, can be used to
evoke substantive, tangible evidence that we
are, and always will be, so much more than our
illness. (I was once corrected by the mother of
a child I was tutoring for his bar mitzvah: “He
is not autistic. He has autism.”) 

The ritual objects also serve another pur-
pose: No matter how much of a support net-
work someone may be blessed to have, most
people undergoing medical treatment spend a
lot of time on their own. Having an Amphora
Album to hold, read, or stare at is a reminder
that we are not alone — even when we are 

literally all by ourselves. 
I look forward to hearing about 

your experiences, 
Rachel

• • •
Dear Rachel, 
Reading your letter, I started thinking about the
confusion between healing and curing, which are
often assumed to be the same. They aren’t.
Curing is about ridding the body of illness and re-
turning to one’s former state of physical health.
Healing, however, is the process of finding emo-
tional, psychological, and spiritual wellbeing, and
using the experience of illness to help redefine
what it means to be fully alive. Healing is a
process toward something larger than merely re-
turning to a former self. A person might let go of
unhelpful patterns and beliefs, which could put
the body in a much better position to repair itself
— hence, the “mind-body connection.” Even when
cure is not an option, healing is always possible. 

I lead healing rituals that are meant to evoke
a sense of wholeness, or shleymut — for all par-
ticipants — through community and intention. In
the Talmud, Brakhot 5B, the healer Rabbi Yohanan
realizes that he needs the help of Rabbi Hanina in
order to be healed himself. He can’t do it alone.
“Give me your hand,” is the primary teaching. We
need one another. I use this image both literally
and/or metaphorically in all healing rituals. 

I love that you have created the Amphora
Album, which helps people remain connected to
themselves, their community, and the sacred.
The objects you mention — stones and water —

Rachel Brodie is executive
director of Jewish Milestones in
Berkeley, Calif., which — among
its many functions — brings
Jewish teachings into
situations that don’t
automatically shout “Jewish.”
Jewish Milestones has recently
developed a new ritual object
— a Chemotherapy Siddur, a
keepsake album of prayers,
poems, photos, and personal
notes that can serve as a
resource and a source of
support for individuals going
through chemotherapy.
Designed primarily as an
online tool, the siddur, now
known as an Amphora Album,
enables caregivers and
communities to collaborate on
a Jewishly meaningful gift in
the form of a keepsake album.
The object itself reflects a core
Jewish belief: Even in the midst
of illness or while caring for
someone who is not well, 
we are not alone.
www.jewishmilestones.org

Abby Caplin is a physician 
who has practiced mind-body
medicine and counseling in
San Francisco since 2002. A
former allergist-immunologist,
she specializes in bringing
healing and resilience to
individuals with chronic
illnesses. Caplin has been a
spiritual lay leader in the
Jewish community for more
than 25 years, conducting
Jewish Renewal-style prayer
services, Jewish healing 
rituals, and workshops.
www.abbycaplinmd.com

Blog: Permission To Heal
http://permissiontoheal.word
press.com/



represent God’s presence, whether or not it is
acknowledged. It doesn’t matter, because in
touching these objects, the connection is made. 

But getting back to the issue of language,
what words do you use to introduce a healing 
ritual to someone who might need it? How have
you encouraged someone who might be reluctant
to try such a ritual? How have you seen ritual help
in healing?

Bivrakha, Abby
• • •

Abby, 
The distinction you make between healing and
curing is very important. I wish professionals —
doctors and clergy — would make it more explicit,
delineating the possible and managing hope. 

You asked how I broach the subject of a
healing ritual or how I might encourage some-
one to consider participating in one. My ap-
proach is rather simple: Listen carefully; don’t
make assumptions; share examples of rituals
other people have found helpful; offer the gifts
of acceptance and creative thinking. I try to be

careful not to become attached to any particu-
lar outcome — for the ill person, for their in-
terest in ritual, their connection to me or my
own idea of success in that setting. Perhaps the
most important part of the conversation is in
understanding what the ritual needs to accom-
plish, what will be different after it takes place,
and how that transformation (however small)
will be measured and held. 

While “curing” has no part in my ritual lex-
icon, healing isn’t always explicitly present ei-
ther. I think the two concepts are often
conflated in people’s minds and, in my experi-
ence, it’s not always the goal. Perhaps if we
talked this through at greater length, we’d find
that we’re saying the same thing and that the
differences are primarily semantic.

I do know that we have both been privi-
leged to see the transformative power of ritual
in action and that the impact, like the person,
is present long after the moment is past. 

L’vreeoot — to your good health,
Rachel 
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Managing Hope
M I C H A E L  A G U S

“House officer to bedspace six — stat!”

During my first month as a doctor, on my
first rotation in residency, I was roused
from sleep in the call room via an over-

head announcement and summoned urgently to

the bedside of a sick child. The patient was a six-
month-old girl who had suffered a severe as-
phyxial brain injury. She had been found lifeless
by a babysitter who, along with an emergency
response team, brought life back to the baby girl.

Although the etiology of Sudden Infant
Death Syndrome (SIDS) is still not fully under-
stood, progress has been made in identifying
and mitigating risk factors in order to prevent it.
No real progress has been made, unfortunately,
in helping the brain to regain function after sus-
taining such a severe insult.

We had a meeting with the parents to ex-
plain that the child was largely no longer
“there.” On exam, we were not able to elicit any
signs of normal brain function. She had occa-

sional body movements that we suspected were
seizures, so we attached leads to her scalp (an
EEG) to measure the electrical activity in her
brain. Several other organ systems were begin-
ning to shut down as a result of the prolonged

lack of oxygen. A CT scan of her brain
showed diffuse brain injury and severe
swelling. We explained that it was only a
matter of time until all brain function
ceased; an irreversible process had begun.
After we completed our delivery of this

horrendous news, the young father, actively lis-
tening throughout the meeting, explained that
he maintained his belief in God and, through his
tears, said that he still had hope. We all vali-
dated this hope, not as an expectation of im-
provement, but as an expression of his wish, his
prayer. He heard what we had been saying. He
knew his daughter was lost to the world.

When I arrived at the bedside later that
night, the baby looked like she was coughing
against the ventilator to which she was at-
tached to support her basic vital functions. I
switched on the EEG. Although the inked nee-
dles dashed up and down over the page, initially
making me hopeful, I quickly recognized that
this was seizure activity, the most abnormal

I have struggled to get parents and, occasionally, patients to have
just the right amount of hope. At some level, this represents the

arrogant side of our profession. But ultimately, it comes down 
to distinguishing between hope and expectation.

Michael Agus is a physician
specializing in pediatric critical

care medicine and pediatric
endocrinology at Children’s

Hospital Boston. An assistant
professor of pediatrics at

Harvard Medical School, he is
president of the Kehillah

Schechter Academy of
Norwood, Mass. (formerly, the

South Area Solomon Schechter
Day School), and medical
director of the Hearts and

Noses Hospital Clown Troupe 
in Boston.
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brain activity one can have.
The father and grandfather arrived at the

bedside only seconds after I had. I could see in
their faces that they were also initially fooled
into thinking that the little girl’s muscle move-
ments might represent improved brain activity.
As they continued to process the scene, it
dawned on them that there was nothing posi-
tive happening. When I explained that she was
having seizures, the father looked up at me with
tear-filled eyes and said, “I still have hope.”

I returned his gaze and affirmed, “It’s im-
portant to have hope.”

The grandfather’s eyes darted to me and he
excitedly asked, “It’s okay to have hope?” 

Since that moment in the first days of what
became my career in pediatric critical care med-
icine, I have struggled to get parents and, occa-
sionally, patients to have just the right amount
of hope. At some level, this represents the ar-
rogant side of our profession. But ultimately, it
comes down to distinguishing between hope
and expectation. High hopes are productive in
healing and in allowing loving, supporting in-
teractions with the sick child. For when a child
looks in his or her parents’ eyes and sees hope-
lessness, there is nothing left to fight for. Hope
is an essential ingredient for quality of life.

Physicians have an obligation to ensure that
parents understand their child’s illness and its
prognosis to the best of their ability and med-
ical knowledge. If a parent hopes for and ex-
pects a full recovery when one is essentially
impossible, then the physician has failed in an

essential duty. The physician must ensure that
the family understands, through whatever
means possible, the unlikelihood of survival, or
cure, or success of the procedure. Sometimes
this requires bringing in other family members,
clergy, or friends, or presenting the information
in a clearer fashion than had been done to date.
Other times, it may require daily meetings and
conversations, using clear language that in-
cludes the word “death.”

But on occasion, expectations are more
clearly understood by the family than by the
health-care team. A mother whose baby was suf-
fering from an inborn lethal illness that had
reached the critical state recently chastised me,
now sixteen years into my career, to please stop
being so sad and morbid when I came in to ex-
amine her baby each day in the ICU. She under-
stood her child was not long for this world, but
she wanted every day that remained to be one
filled with positive energy and hope. The boy
died ten days later, warm in his mother’s arms,
with the rest of the family in attendance — with
dignity and crushing grief, but hope.

Sh’ma Now 
on Kindle

Find us at:
kindle.amazon.com

Also on:

Sh’ma-BJPA Launch Archive
Our 41-year Sh’ma archive is searchable and
available free at www.shma.com or www.bjpa.org.
The archival collection, launched jointly by Sh’ma
and the Berman Jewish Policy Archive @ NYU
Wagner, spans more than four decades and fea-
tures the work of a vast array of leading intellectu-
als, rabbis, scholars, educators, and lay leaders.
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Suffering Is Part of Life: 
Getting Closer to the Balm of Acceptance
S H A R O N  S A L Z B E R G

In Buddhist teaching, suffering isn’t consid-
ered redemptive. What is redemptive, and
healing, is our transformed relationship to

suffering. Each element of our experience pro-
vides its own challenges and opportunities for
a new relationship. When we are in pain or
distress, we can hold that pain in bitterness or
in compassion, in isolation or in connection to
community. We can respond to the helping
hands that might be reaching toward us, or we
can refuse to believe that we deserve any sup-
port at all. 

In contrast to the ways most of us have
been conditioned, Buddhism emphasizes the
naturalness of suffering in a world of constant
change. Buddhists try to address the assump-
tions we carry that define suffering as a be-
trayal, as something blameworthy that we
should hide or be ashamed of, and we work to
loosen those habits of mind. 

When my friend Meg faced death after an
intense, eleven-year effort to overcome ovarian
cancer, she took morphine. “I don’t want to
take more than I need. I don’t want to be foggy
minded. But I don’t need to be a hero about it
either. If I hurt, I’ll take it. I don’t think you get
extra points for suffering.”

Meg was a warm, compassionate, caring
person, even through the difficulties of her ill-
ness. She developed an openheartedness to
others through the relationship she fostered to
her own pain. One day, I experienced a very
moving encounter with her on the phone. I had
just undergone exploratory surgery to deter-
mine whether an ovarian tumor was benign or
cancerous, the same kind of cancer she had. I
had learned the results of my test only a few
days before, and when I told her that the tumor
had proved to be benign, Meg said to me with
such joy, “Sharon, I have been praying for you.
I am so happy for you.” Her response went be-
yond ordinary kindheartedness. In her offering
of concern, she didn’t take center stage; her
own situation was not the reference point. In
the intensity and purity of her caring, she was

simply delighted that I was healthy.
At a time when she was suffering herself,

it must have required a great effort to include
another in her concerns. But she gave me the
gift of her wholehearted prayers and joy with-
out a hint of comparison or struggle. I am sure
that if I had commented on how extraordinary
I found her generosity of spirit, she would
have been quite puzzled. Meg’s response
arose out of how she viewed life — not as
something free of suffering if you do all the
right things, but as something filled with hap-
piness and pain in the natural course of
events. Neither is left out. 

Through the Buddha’s teaching, we learn
that suffering isn’t aberrant, but inevitable;
death is not a personal failing, but the result of
being born; and hostility toward our condition
only isolates us and brings us further from the
balm of giving and receiving kindness. In
Buddhism, we use meditation to train our
minds so that we can open more fully to our
situation. Rather than close down and with-
draw, we open to the pain — which is a natu-
ral part of life — that helps us inevitably care
for ourselves. 

The process of learning to let go, however,
isn’t a linear one, where we suddenly “let go.”
Rather, it happens in fits and starts, where we
open but then close down; we release clinging
and then somehow forget that it is that very
release that actually makes us happy. We need
to remember to begin again after getting lost
or overwhelmed; we learn to do that and re-
turn to what is happening in the moment with
less judgment, more kindness toward our-
selves. Being discouraged or blaming our-
selves for not being perfect is a natural part of
a genuine path, part of how transformation
happens. 

While some people will begin training
when faced with a health crisis or a situation
of extreme suffering — and I do know people
who do that and still find benefit  — it is cer-
tainly far better to begin in ordinary times,
when conditions aren’t so hard. Then, when
we really need it, that inner strength has been
cultivated, and our ability to exhibit love and
compassion for ourselves and others is much
closer at hand. 

Sharon Salzberg is cofounder
of the Insight Meditation

Society (IMS) in Barre,
Massachusetts. Her latest

book is the New York Times
best seller, Real Happiness:

The Power of Meditation: A 28-
Day Program. She is also the

author of The Force of
Kindness: Change Your Life

with Love & Compassion,
Faith: Trusting Your Own

Deepest Experience, and
Lovingkindness: The

Revolutionary Art of Happiness.
For more information visit:
www.SharonSalzberg.com.

In Buddhism, we use meditation to train our minds so
that we can open more fully to our situation. Rather 
than close down and withdraw, we open to the pain.
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Unintended Consequences
K A T E  A L K A R N I

Kate Alkarni, known also as
Kate McKinnney, lives with her
husband Ali and their three
Siamese cats in Los Angeles.
Her career as an artist began
at age fifteen, when she wrote
and starred in Common
Bonds, a film shown at the
1997 Sundance Film Festival.
Since then, Alkarni has studied
film, fashion, and art around
the world, and she has
become a prominent member
of the arts community. Her
work has been shown at the
Hebrew Union College–Jewish
Institute of Religion, the Platt
Gallery, and many other small
galleries. Primarily a visual
artist, she still works as a
screenwriter and director, and
she is currently directing a
one-man show for comedian
Joey Diaz.

Ibegan painting furiously about nine years
ago while in rehab for heroin addiction. I
was 23 years old, and I had rediscovered a

yen for art. Even strung out on heroin for five
years, I hadn’t forgotten everything about my-
self or reality.  Each painting I created that first
year was unplanned — emotionally raw and
swiftly executed, in a matter of hours. Over the
past years, as I’ve become more thinking and
feeling as a person, so has my voice as an artist. 

My current work includes a series of pho-
tographs about the women in my life. The
piece “Ill” is a photograph of a friend of mine
who suffers from anorexia. A meal consists of
a ketchup packet mixed with a cup of hot
water, which she jokingly refers to as “tomato
soup.” The photograph “This is my plan” cap-
tures another friend — someone who suffers
from body dimorphic disorder. Because of her
illness, she lifts up her shirt to reveal an ema-
ciated, tattooed torso.

Here’s what disturbs me.  I took these pho-
tographs in an attempt to show my friends that
they were too thin. But then, honestly, I
thought to myself, “They look great.” I even
took it a step further and decided to go on a
diet, thinking I needed to lose weight. I had
been keeping on an extra 30 pounds to prove to
women that beauty comes in all shapes and
sizes, like a Dove soap campaign. 

Now, I’ve become my photographs. I weigh
116 pounds and wear an extra-extra-small. I know
it’s crazy, and I am struggling to stop dieting. 

This was not my original plan when I started
this photography project, unless it was subcon-
scious. So I feel like a beautiful failure. I think it
might be time to change media again. 

Above: “This is my Plan.” Below: “Ill.”

Refuah Shleyma:
The Healing Circle
In this CD, Hanna Tiferet,
a compassionate
composer of Jewish soul
music, lifts the spirit and
affirms the circle of life.
Many receive comfort and
healing from these
melodies and lyrics.
Listen at www.shma.com.
Available as a CD or MP3
from cdfreedom.com.
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Giving up on Peace Is Not an Option
M A A Y A N  R A V I D  A N D  S T A V  B A R - S H A N Y

We are young students in Israel and
each year we hear stories passed
down from generation to generation

with the unrelenting message to “never give up.”
For more than 60 years, our families have
struggled to live here — freely, safely, and peace-
fully. We can easily become disheartened, real-

izing that today we are not much closer to a
peaceful, normal existence in the Jewish home-
land than our parents or grandparents before us.
The obstacles today are clearly different. The state
is firmly established; it has grown and developed;
its accomplishments are world-renowned. Israel
has fulfilled some aspects of the Zionist vision
— such as a homeland and safe haven for world
Jewry — while sidelining others — such as the
ethical commitment to social justice and coex-
istence with our Arab neighbors — along the
way. Today, in addition to the ongoing security
issues, our struggles revolve around the state’s
moral composition and identity — how we treat
others around us and among us.

In the last decade, as young Israelis, we
have actively worked to improve our country.
We participate in countless events, protests, ini-
tiatives, coexistence seminars, political discus-
sions, media interviews, and arguments with
family and friends. We know that a desired
peace — a suitable solution — is yet to be
found or agreed upon. We continue to hope
and work, only to be disappointed time after
time by our own politicians and their counter-
parts, by one conflict or military operation after
another, by an ongoing occupation of a neigh-
boring people. At the end of the day, the reality
in Israel is both difficult and complicated. 

How do we maintain hope and avoid de-
spair in the face of multiple failed peace efforts?
Activism is a Sisyphean effort, but as we take
stock of the broader historical picture, consid-
ering our partners and the stakes involved, we
know we must prevail.

First, we look back: We stand on the shoul-
ders of many who worked and struggled for
the state and for the Jewish people, often in
more dire and extreme situations. Following
them, we have no choice. This is the only coun-
try we have, with its distinct Jewish character, 

historical ties, intensity, and never-ending chal-
lenges. We must continue striving to live here
safely and peacefully. We cannot give up on
their hopes and dreams.

Second, we look around: There is a won-
derful and inspiring group of active people who
share our passion and yearning for peace, un-
derstanding that it is crucial not only for us but
also for our neighbors. Young people on both
sides of the political and cultural barrier are
tired of fighting and they fear the encroaching
extremism. We understand that there must be
another way to ensure safety and promote a
livelihood for both sides — to create a viable fu-
ture for two states, to better the economies of
both peoples. We realize that solving our conflict
might radiate throughout the region and even
the world. We cannot give up on each other.

Third, we look ahead: We want to continue
living in this country. Our ancestors struggled
for it in the past and we struggle for it today.
But we do not want our children to need to con-
tinue that struggle further. The Zionist dream is
not to continue living on the sword while pre-
venting another people their own sovereignty.
The Zionist dream is to be a nation among na-
tions with many achievements, aspirations, and
a sense of moral integrity. We cannot give up
on the future.

Considering where we come from, who our
partners are, and where we set our vision going
forward, the option of despair and disillusion-
ment is simply nonexistent. Like our grandpar-
ents, we believe that we have a responsibility to
shape the Jewish future. We feel privileged to
have been born at this complicated time and in
this special state. We feel privileged to be a part
of the Jewish people and culture. We do not have
the privilege of giving up on all of its potential,
on what our grandparents — who founded the
state — dreamed it could and should be. 

Frustration and disappointment can lead to
disillusionment. But they can also lead to a
sense of urgency and responsibility. Our call is
to sustain hope and resolve in the face of an en-
during external and internal crisis. The stakes
are just too high for us to give up. Sixty-odd
years after the founding of the state, its ability
to live in peace with its neighbors is as crucial
to its future as any security consideration. We
just cannot afford to give up on it.

Our call is to sustain hope and resolve in the face
of an enduring external and internal crisis.

Stav Bar-Shany studies Middle
East and general history at 
Tel Aviv University. A former

member of the Meretz political
party, Bar-Shany worked with
member of Knesset Dr. Tzvia

Greenfield. Bar-Shany has
volunteered with the Jewish

Agency as a youth counselor in
summer camps in Ukraine,
Moldova, and Belarus. She

thinks that Tel Aviv is the best
place in the world, and that a
two-state solution is the only

political option to ensure that
Israel will continue to prosper
and fulfill its unique potential.

She has been involved in
several political initiatives that

promote these ideas to
different communities in and

outside Israel.

Maayan Ravid is soon to 
complete her studies in politi-
cal science and the history of
the Middle East and Africa at
Tel Aviv University. Ravid has
lived in Israel and in the San
Francisco Bay Area and has

been involved with community
initiatives promoting peace
and reconciliation on both
continents. She has volun-

teered for several years with
Sudanese refugees in Israel

and worked with Hillel on 
social justice programs.
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Michele Prince: There has been a recent 
explosion of attention to the field of pastoral
care. Let’s start this discussion with a question
about how best to train our future Jewish lead-
ers to meet the needs of the community. What
are the legitimate expectations of the commu-
nity — of our synagogues and organizations —
for our leaders who serve people encountering
illness and loss? 

Mollie Cantor: I hear that question posed of-
ten. We’ve all heard this story: When my moth-
er died, the rabbi came to our house and spent
two hours with us; or, the preschool teacher
called us and it was really great to feel connected
— but that was it. 

Sara Paasche-Orlow: Rabbis serving large con-
gregations need to have some basic good listening
skills and sensitive responses to real life issues.
But they cannot be the only ones responsible for
all the care needs. A rabbi’s role is to create the
fiber of a caring community, where there are
many people in place to respond to need. Some
rabbis who have been in the pulpit a long time
have set themselves up in some way to be the
caring souls for the whole community; some
need and want that role. A much more effective
approach is to create a community committed
to chesed with a group that is charged with learn-
ing better how to care for individuals in need.
Rabbis might think about how their teaching,
their resources, feed into an environment where
people are cared for and where they inspire oth-
er leaders to emerge. 

Michele Prince: An entrepreneurial opportu-
nity exists to place clinical pastoral education
(CPE) students as interns in synagogues and oth-
er Jewish organizations beyond the standard
health-care sites. I imagine multiple tiers of what
our students need to learn. First, they need to learn
how to assess an individual, a couple, or a fam-
ily — and then to understand when to ramp up
that response. As Mollie mentioned, we also need
to help our leaders anticipate the needs of the com-
munity — creating, as Sara mentioned, a fiber of
connectivity so that both the lay leadership and
individual members know that they need to step
up when someone is in need. Everyone knows
how much counselling goes on in the hallway or
at a kiddush. It contributes to compassion fatigue
in our professionals. We need to teach our stu-
dents about enduring strategies for self-care.

Michelle Friedman: Students in any Jewish

leadership training program need to under-
stand themselves as fully as possible. A facilitated
process group offers opportunities to explore ex-
periences that touch Jewish professionals in both
negative and positive ways. Students can then
better confront their own vulnerabilities as well
as recognize that everybody’s got core vulner-
abilities, strengths, feelings of frustration, out-
rage, dismay, disappointment, and delight.

Sara Paasche-Orlow: Rabbis can become in-
credibly lonely down the road in their careers.
They need an ongoing safe place with col-
leagues where they can open up and share the
struggles and range of emotions. Rabbis are
viewed as though they inhabit the top rungs of
the ladder and can’t seek supervision or guid-
ance, which is unfortunate. Those with CPE
training can arrange for an ongoing group with
a CPE supervisor to continue to learn and grow
as a pastoral counselor.

Mollie Cantor: One of the fascinating aspects
about seminary education is that students
spend so much time in their heads poring over
Jewish texts. But when we’re faced with some-
body who is dying, or a mother who’s just had
a pregnancy loss, or an individual who has just
heard a devastating diagnosis, it’s very hard to
reach into a text to find the right pastoral re-
sponse. We don’t learn a practice of just being
spiritually available to the sufferer. Many students
in CPE training begin to suffer at that moment.

Michelle Friedman: Rabbis and caregivers re-
ally need to appreciate the power of being qui-
et and present. They generally think in action
terms: “What can do I do? What text do I pull
out? What shall I say?” But being present is in-
credibly powerful. People are nourished by
that presence.

Bruce Feldstein: About strategies for self-care
— when I started out as a chaplain, I received
the advice of a rabbi that has served me well. To
stay openhearted and avoid burnout, one needs
to maintain five key relationships. I wish I had
learned this as a medical student. The first is a
relationship with one’s self; we can only do what
we can do, even though we really can do quite
a bit. We must recognize and accept our limi-
tations. Second, is a relationship with a soul
friend, someone with whom we can speak about
anything, who will listen without judgment.
Third, is with a therapist, to process the range
of emotions and grief we inevitably encounter.

Training for Caring Communities: 
A Roundtable

Rabbi Mollie Cantor is training
to become a clinical pastoral
education supervisor at the
Jewish Theological Seminary in
New York, where she also works
in the pastoral education and
hospice training program.
Chaplain Bruce Feldstein, MD,
is the founder and director of
Jewish chaplaincy at the
Stanford University Medical
Center, which provides spiritual
care and education at Stanford
Hospital, Lucile Packard
Children’s Hospital, and the
Stanford University School of
Medicine. Formerly, he was an
emergency medicine physician
for 19 years. Michelle
Friedman, a psychiatrist, is the
founding director of the
program in pastoral
counselling at Yeshivat
Chovevei Torah — a Modern
Orthodox rabbinical school in
New York. Rabbi Sara Paasche-
Orlow serves as the director of
religious and chaplaincy
services at Hebrew SeniorLife,
a geriatric research center, that
is the largest provider of elder
care in the Boston
metropolitan area. She also
runs a Jewish geriatric clinical
pastoral education program.
Michele Prince, director of the
Kalsman Institute on Judaism
and Health at HUC–JIR in Los
Angeles, moderated the
conversation.

Sh’ma appreciates the
generosity of the Kalsman
Institute on Judaism and
Health along with the
support of the Cedars-
Sinai Medical Center and
The Jewish Chaplaincy at
Stanford University
Medical Center.
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Fourth, is with a colleague or mentor, who can
appreciate what we’re going through, having
been there themselves. And finally, a relation-
ship with the Transcendent, however we may en-
gage, whether through worship, text, a walk in
nature, moments of solitude, or other activities. 

Sara Paasche-Orlow: We also might want to
acknowledge that we can’t deal with all patients.
Sometimes, leaders fall into the trap of thinking
they’re irreplaceable, and they’re not. Part of car-
ing for oneself is to recognize a situation in which
we are not the appropriate caregiver.

Michele Prince: Bruce suggested that a relation-
ship with a colleague or mentor could be an 
opportunity to revisit issues that surface. Do
your programs include guest speakers who
have modeled positive coping strategies while
sharing their expertise?

Michelle Friedman: In Manhattan, there is a
tremendous pool of experts. But our students re-
ally want continuity in supervision — a makom
and z’man kavuah, a place and time that is fixed. 

Mollie Cantor: Last summer, we invited
[Jewish Theological Seminary] faculty to talk to
our CPE student groups. The professors didn’t
talk about their own fields of expertise, but rather
shared their relationships with prayer, sharing
moments of transcendence that weren’t always
easy. The experience gave our students per-
mission to have doubt. When they are in the field
and faced with challenging congregational or hos-
pital ministry, they will know it is okay if it does-
n’t feel just right to pray. They’ll also know that
one can still maintain a relationship with God.

Michelle Friedman: I’ve found that bringing
in musmachim, graduates and rabbis, from the
field to teach from their personal experiences in
the rabbinate is very helpful. The visiting rab-
bis talk about what they found hardest person-
ally and how they overcame their challenges —
what Jewish resources they turned to, what per-
sonal resources. The students appreciate hear-
ing about what happened and what was learned
through tough pastoral situations.

Bruce Feldstein: At a luncheon celebrating the
ten-year anniversary of our Jewish chaplaincy,
rabbis from across the religious spectrum in our
community gathered and shared their experi-
ences, their best practices in bikur cholim, vis-
iting the sick. It was very well received. In an-
other type of group experience, I gather every six

weeks for a “Chaplaincy Chat” with our Jewish
spiritual care volunteers who visit patients at the
hospital. We reflect on visiting patients, the im-
pact upon us, experiences of holiness, doubts
about faith, etc. These two hours in sacred space
are rich with learning and mutual support.

Sara Paasche-Orlow: We offer an ongoing
monthly supervision for any alumni of our pro-
gram that has been quite effective. It creates a
safe space for people in the field to come back
to — a place where they can share challenging
experiences and understand themselves as con-
tinuous learners and reflectors. I also want to
put in a plug for CPE placements in long-term
care, rehab, and continuing care communities.
Hospital placements don’t necessarily give stu-
dents clinical experience in longer term rela-
tionships. This skill development is more ap-
plicable to the pastoral care needed in most
congregational communities.

We do rounds where the full team comes to-
gether to review the social, health, and pastoral
aspects of a complicated patient case. It’s been
a very useful tool — not only pedagogically. It
also allows people to share their emotions and
get support, and it provides a measure of closure
so they can be ready for the next case. 

Michele Prince: We spend a lot of time in pas-
toral education thinking about illness and re-
sponses to illness, and while we need to ensure
we are training our leaders to do that well, we
also must embrace the concept of health and
wellness. How might our communities approach
wellness to create vibrancy and health in our
schools, among congregation staff, and in 
chaplaincy and hospitals? 

Michelle Friedman: Rabbis can make power-
ful interventions. An example is the place of al-
cohol in Jewish life. We hear about problematic
kiddush clubs in synagogues as well as the use
of alcohol to lure young people to programs. Rab-
bis can be change agents in bringing the complex
issues of alcohol to the fore by speaking, teach-
ing, and also attending to pragmatic details, such
as making sure that grape juice is available for peo-
ple in recovery at events where kiddush is made.

Mollie Cantor: In New York, the culture is to
be busy — rushing and always on the move to-
ward accomplishment. Is this the healthiest mod-
el? The Jewish spirituality movement and med-
itation groups are bringing healthier habits into
our lives.

Bruce Feldstein: Busyness is so pervasive. I
am struck by the Chinese word for “busy” which
is comprised of two characters: “heart” and

We must be able to move from a sad funeral to a moment
of simcha and then to an intellectually involved teaching.

What do we do to avoid emotional whiplash?
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from Israel, was interrogated about her visa and
her intention to stay here only temporarily. It is
hard to justify interrogating an Israeli Holocaust
survivor on the pretext of security or law en-
forcement. Even as a lawyer who practices in this
field, I am intimidated by the behavior of our gov-
ernment officials. This feeling of intimidation must
be so much more personal and frightening for
Jews who have experienced persecution. 

Rabbi Bonnie Koppell’s October Sh’ma col-
umn suggests that we should have confidence in
our law enforcement officials. And yet, in the im-
migration context, coercive abuse of power by var-
ious agencies is commonplace. Torah wisdom

about boundaries also does little to advance our
analysis. We need broad, sweeping immigration
reform. Punitive state laws, such as Arizona’s AZ
SB 1071, which would require law enforcement
officials to collect racial and ethnic information
from each pedestrian or driver of a vehicle they
stop, are driven by populist sentiments and an-
gry voters, not by justice. These laws target pri-
marily Latino communities and are unconstitu-
tional. Instead of repairing a problem, these laws
are costly, and they produce litigation. Our com-
munity needs to speak out against these laws. We
should do so as Jews and as fair-minded Amer-
icans, and especially on behalf of the invisible il-
legal Jewish immigrants who have no voice. 

Ethics continued from page 20

“killing” — “heart killing.” Doesn’t that hit you
in the kishkes? 

In preparing for this call, I asked several rab-
bis in my community: “What do you wish you
knew as a rabbinical student that you’ve now
learned about spiritual care, pastoral care, and
self-care?” One responded: “Am I taking care of
myself, exercising, eating healthy? Am I pro-
cessing my emotions? Am I venting in a healthy
way?” Another pointed out, “We must be able to
move from a sad funeral to a moment of simcha
and then to an intellectually involved teaching.
What do we do to avoid emotional whiplash?”
This brings us to the practice of making healthy
transitions and grounding ourselves. 

Mollie Cantor: We might also look toward in-
terdisciplinary teams with other professionals. 

Sara Paasche-Orlow: We cultivate public
images and protect our inner self. But we need
a more integrated self. How do we protect some-
one’s integration of self through this particular
career path?

Michele Prince: The interdisciplinary team
concept resonates so strongly with me. My clin-
ical area of practice is oncology social work, and
through that work and chaplaincy, I’ve had such
positive team experiences that are not being em-
braced within Jewish communal life. 

Bruce Feldstein: There is another model from
medical education that may be useful to adapt to
rabbinical education — a course for medical stu-
dents called The Healer’s Art, developed by the
physician and author Rachel Naomi Remen at the
University of California, San Francisco and offered
now at more than 70 schools. It is a discovery
model of learning that explores topics not covered
in the standard curriculum: Discovering and Nur-
turing Your Wholeness, Sharing Grief and Hon-
oring Loss, Beyond Analysis: Allowing Awe in
Medicine, and Care of the Soul. The process is 

facilitated by practicing physicians who partici-
pate in the course right along with the students. 

On another note, I wonder how we could
teach students to articulate the Jewish values that
guide and ground us in providing spiritual care
in different settings. I’d also like to hear about
the practices others use in such settings, and the
array of responses to different situations including
acute care, aging, addiction, and trauma as well
as other kinds of loss. 

Michele Prince: That certainly makes me think
about modalities of teaching. What works in
your settings?

Mollie Cantor: A model of peer working
groups that come together during a clinical ex-
perience to discuss what’s happening, the space
to discuss theological issues. We ask our students
to write theological reflections and think theo-
retically about the different fields that influence
the pastoral care encounter. I would love to see
every rabbinic student, or every potential Jewish
leader, do a unit of clinical pastoral education. 

Sara Paasche-Orlow: CPE training is essen-
tial for rabbis who will serve as pastoral coun-
selors. We need to get to a place where those hir-
ing rabbis understand that it should be a re-
quirement for jobs with pastoral care responsi-
bilities.  Currently, many of those hiring do not
yet understand that rabbis do not necessarily
have pastoral care training.

Michelle Friedman: We also need to help
our community support our rabbis and other
Jewish professionals in the field. In addition to
parsonage and a pension plan, communities
should offer clinical pastoral supervision. A
candidate for a Jewish communal job must feel
free to say, “I take counseling my congregants
seriously and I want to make sure this is sup-
ported by the community.”
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Ialso understand the “cup” both as a reminder
to be grateful for abundance, and also as a

source of strength from which to draw when I
feel most depleted. The cup is a reminder that
there is a constant flow of divine presence that
can replenish my soul
energy. At times, I need
to shift my perspective
to find it. It’s a little like
standing shivering in the
corner of the shower; if
I just moved slightly, I
would find myself under
the flow of warm water
raining down.

Our cup can be re-
filled by others. Some-
times, we find unexpect-
ed strength when we
reach out to offer a kind-
ness to another. The mes-
sianic reference to being
anointed with oil brings
to mind a Hassidic teach-
ing about moshiach con-
sciousness that expresses
this: If you always as-
sume that the person sit-
ting next to you is the
messiah waiting for some
simple human kindness,
you will soon come to
weigh your words and
watch your hands. And if
the messiah then choos-
es not to appear in your
time, it will not matter.

—Rachel Gurevitz 

In his book, The Lord
is My Shepherd: Heal-

ing Wisdom of the
Twenty-Third Psalm,
Rabbi Harold Kushner notes that the psalmist
refers differently to God — depending on
whether we are being told about God, early in
Psalm 23, or whether we are encountering God,
later in the text. When we encounter God, we
speak directly to “You” but when the psalmist
speaks about God, he uses the third person. 

The Baal Shem Tov included Psalm 23 at the
end of the evening service — perhaps hoping
that we would encounter God’s healing pres-
ence as night descends. The Talmud teaches
that sleep is 1/60 of death — that is, it is a small

taste of what death may be like. Jewish tradition
offers a comforting daily practice as we enter the
scary places that can be evoked by darkness and
uncertainty. At bedtime we recite the Sh’ma, the
prayer we also say just before death; upon aris-

ing in the morning, we
recite Modeh/Modah
Ani, a prayer of thanks-
giving: “I thank You,
God for returning my
soul to me.” By reciting
this prayer of gratitude,
we affirm that even in
the face of illness and
when we face other
challenges, we may ex-
perience our “cup over-
flowing with divinity.” 

—Marjorie Sokoll 

Psalm 23 is popular
as a psalm of com-

fort. Sensing God’s
beneficence can be of
help to people who are
suffering illness. But the
phrase “my cup over-
flows” may be disso-
nant with the actual ex-
perience of suffering.

Rabbi Meir tells us in
Pirke Avot, “Do not look
at the vessel, but what is
in it…” Our “cup” may
well be full of experi-
ences that give us a sense
of awe and thankfulness.
For someone in a termi-
nal state, however, the
“cup” may be overflow-
ing with trepidation.

This is why, if shar-
ing this psalm, we

should be sensitive when counseling the sick.
For those with terminal illnesses, perhaps the
phrase, “Into Your hands I commend my spirit”
may be more consistent with the peaceful ac-
ceptance necessary to help transition from life
to death. For those facing less serious illnesses,
reflecting on “my cup overflows” may indeed
provide awe, thankfulness, and hope. The ef-
fective use of literature depends on the stage
of illness and the emotional and spiritual ma-
turity of the patient. 

—Stuart I. Forman  

“You prepare a table for me in
the full presence of my enemies;
You anointed my head with oil;

my cup overflows.”
Psalm 23: 5

When I visit hospital patients, they sometimes
request that we pray together. They often

choose Psalm 23, which is also recited in mourning
rituals. The image of God accompanying them
through the valley of death’s shadow brings comfort.
How do they muster — with sincerity — the words,
“my cup overflows”? While some people who have
a sophisticated gratitude practice find the phrase
meaningful, most people find it puzzling and jarring.

An alternate reading of “my cup overflows,” or
“cosi revayah,” might inspire a petitionary prayer
more congruent with a patient’s feelings. “Spirit of
Life, my cup is full to overflowing. I can’t take in any
more. You, who sustain me through challenges that
feel like enemies, help me bear my burdens and
sorrows. Make of me a bigger vessel, so I can face
my challenges with grace.” 

The Baal Shem Tov added Psalm 23 to the
liturgy just before the end of the Maariv (evening)
service. The Besht, a healer himself, taught the cen-
trality of feeling God’s presence permeating and sur-
rounding all worlds. Perhaps he wanted us to enter
the night embracing a “cup” overflowing with divin-
ity. When our cup is too full with sorrow, we can pray
to make conscious space in our neshama/soul ves-
sel for God’s presence. 

—Lori Klein 
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Our Vision
Each month, Sh’ma creates a “conversation” —
in print and online. It brings together an array
of voices that cross the spectrum of Judaism:
secular and religious, communal and nonpar-
tisan, engaged and dispassionately scholarly.
We raise relevant questions thoughtfully and
wrestle lovingly with Jewish concerns as we at-
tempt to navigate the intellectual, communal,
and spiritual challenges of contemporary Ju-
daism. Our focus is on ideas — their complex-
ity, their range, and their power. Sh’ma is a vi-
brant intellectual arena that hosts intelligent
and creative conversations about ideas that re-
side outside of any particular institution. Our
readers open Sh’ma to find what they cannot
find elsewhere — the concise, accessible, in-
formative, and intelligent discussion of Jewish
issues. Sometimes focusing on personal belief,
other times on communal policy issues, we
look to Sh’ma for incisive articles that illumi-
nate a range of opinions.

Who are Sh’ma Readers? 
“They are deeply committed to Jewish tradi-
tion and Jewish continuity; spiritually curious
and at times adventurous; at home, at least to
some extent, with the world of Jewish texts
and the texture of Jewish rituals; appreciative
of the many genuine intellectual, ethical, and
political benefits of secular modernity, though
not unaware of its fraught relationship with
Jewish life; people for whom their Jewish
identity is a vital component in an ongoing
process of self-creation and expression by the
light of their understanding of morals, com-
munity, and spirituality, a process they share
with other families of humanity, and with con-
cerned individuals everywhere.”

Yehudah Mirsky, fellow at the Jewish 
People Policy Planning Institute

Are You One of Our Readers?
Join a growing number of informed Jews —
rabbis, philanthropists, federation directors,
educators, lay leaders, students — who read
Sh’ma each month to view the world through
a Jewish lens that is inclusive, expansive, and
thought-provoking. 

Subscribe online at shma.com

Sh’ma— An independent “think
tank” of diverse ideas and conversations
published online and in print to incubate
issues of significance to Jewish community
conversations.
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Akedah/Sacrifice of Isaac
■ Multiple Perspectives: Penina Adelman on Sarah, Huda

Abu Arqoub on Ishmael, Arthur Strimling on Abraham,
Peter Pizele & Shai Held on Isaac, Marc Bregman,
Chana Rothman, & Naomi Less on the ram, Julie
Seltzer on the knife, Mark Borowitz on the rope,
Hannah Dresner on the angel, Menachem Creditor on
the mountain

■ A Roundtable on religious faith and unethical demands

■ The Akedah in Hassidic and Modern Hebrew Literature

■ Contemporary Resonances of Isaac’s Ordeal

■ Reflections on “Hineni” “Here I Am”

A perfect supplement to your High Holiday machzor and
synagogue service! Last year close to 10,000 people read
Sh’ma in their synagogue. This year, order copies for your
congregation ($1.00 per copy)! Create lively discussion 
for an afternoon study session. Order online at
www.shma.com. All orders must be received by July 15.

■ Midrash & Medicine: Healing Body
and Soul in the Jewish Interpretive
Tradition by William Cutter

■ Jewish Paths Toward Healing and
Wholeness: A Personal Guide to
Dealing With Suffering by Rabbi
Kerry M. Olitzky with a forward by
Debbie Friedman

■ Living with Loss, Healing with Hope: 
A Jewish Perspective by Rabbi Earl A. Grollman

■ The Lord is My Shepherd: Healing Wisdom of the
Twenty-third Psalm, by Rabbi Harold Kushner

■ The Mitzvah of Healing: An Anthology of Jewish Texts,
Meditations, Essays, Personal Stories, and Rituals edited
by Hara E. Person with a preface by Debbie Friedman

■ The Kalsman Institute on Judaism and Health:
www.kalsman.org

■ The National Association of Jewish Chaplains:
www.najc.org

■ The National Center for Jewish Healing: www.ncjh.org
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Over the course of this year’s Sh’ma con-
versation on the ethics of immigration
— and in the larger national discussion

— there is a reflexive assumption that the de-
bate is primarily about illegal Mexican and
Central American immigrants who entered the
United States for economic reasons. Some have
defined illegal immigrants as strangers who live
among us, citing the Jewish tradition of toler-
ance toward outsiders within our gates. The
anti-immigrant camp, on the other hand, turns
to generalizations to define illegal immigrants
as criminal and impoverished. Either way, ille-
gal immigrants are “others” in a charged and
polarizing policy debate.

What both sides of the debate seem to
agree on is that illegal immigration is not specif-
ically a Jewish problem. Illegal immigrants are,
by definition, strangers outside our community.
Few associate the names Bernstein or Cohen
with being an illegal immigrant. But we should.
Although little is written on illegal Jewish im-
migrants, they exist. They are also invisible. 

As an immigration lawyer, I have met Jews
who are living without lawful immigration status.
They are from Israel, Romania, Russia, Latin
America, Canada, and other places. What they
share in common is an inability to become legal
residents of the United States. A future green card
is precluded. Many came lawfully on visas, but
lost their status after a layoff or the breakup of a
marriage. There are no statistics on illegal Jew-
ish immigrants. Their Jewishness is erased when
they are counted with other illegal immigrants. 

How would any of us react if a family in our
congregation were to be arrested and detained
for overstaying a visa? I have met entire families
in the Jewish community who face exactly this
risk in America, the Goldene Medina — the
land of golden opportunity. 

Illegal immigration cuts across racial, na-
tional, religious, economic, and social lines. Jews
comprise only a tiny portion of the 12 to 13 mil-
lion illegal immigrants. While their numbers are
small, their stories are compelling. I have met
elderly Jews who worked for 30 years without
lawful immigration status, only to learn later
that the system does not permit them to collect
Social Security benefits. I have met accomplished
professionals who were brought to the United
States as young children by parents who lost their
immigration status. These Jews grew up cultur-
ally as Americans, but they are illegal. There is
no mechanism for curing that status. While
America is the only home they know, they live
with a sense that their existence here is fragile. 

I have met many young Israelis who under-
estimate the severity of the consequences for
working without proper visas, only to learn later
that they are accused of fraud or misrepresenta-
tion and that they face a lifetime ban against
coming back to the United States. And I have met
Jews who were oppressed in their native coun-
tries and who then came to the United States for
a vacation — only to extend that stay for health
or family reasons and then fall out of status. 

Absent from any statistical data is important
information about the subjective fear of bu-
reaucracy that inhibits some of these individu-
als from seeking any resolution to an expired
visa. Jews also get unwittingly swept up into the
net of aggressive enforcement initiatives. This
combination of unforgiving laws and increased
enforcement has scarred many people who find
themselves in our system without lawful status.

Our U.S. Customs and Border Protection of-
ficials have become especially zealous in the past
few years. Just last month, I spent many hours
at an airport while my client, a Holocaust survivor

When Illegal Immigrants Are Jews
D O U G L A S  H A U E R

Douglas Hauer, an attorney in
Boston, serves on the Board of

Trustees of the American
Immigration Council and on
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of the American Immigration
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This year, our Sigi Ziering
column focuses on the
ethics of immigration. Each
month, an esteemed guest
columnist wrestles with
what Jewish texts and our
tradition teach us about
our neighbors and
ourselves. Each month, we
peer into the immigration
debate raging in America;
we also look into
immigration issues and the
lives of undocumented
workers in Israel. This
column is sponsored by
Bruce Whizin and Marilyn
Ziering in honor of Marilyn’s
husband, Sigi Ziering, of
blessed memory. Visit
shma.com to view the
series and responses. 

Ethics 
Sigi Ziering
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