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W I T H I N  T H E S E
P A G E S :

Shana Tova  and welcome to Central Synagogue’s first Rosh

Hashanah edition of Words by Women  – a booklet of articles and

extracts put together by the women of our community. Much hard

work has gone into this project and I am incredibly grateful to all

the women who supported this piece of work, suggested ideas,

wrote articles and helped with designing the booklet. Inside you

will  find thought-provoking pieces on a few different parts of the

Rosh Hashanah service, which I hope will  give extra meaning to

your davening  and High Holy Day experience this year. The

inspiration for this project, as ever, comes from the swathes of

Jewish women all around the world, both in my close personal l ife

and in the wider Jewish community, who champion the education,

learning and inclusivity of women in Orthodox life. My hope is that

this is just the first of many successful projects for women in our

community this year. Enjoy reading and ketivah v’chatimah

tovah  – may we all have a good inscription and sealing this year. 
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H I N E N I  –  H E R E  I  A M

Most of what we recite in synagogue on the High Holy Days utilises the first-

person plural: We praise you. God, save us because we have sinned. We pray as a

community and we express ourselves collectively. But the Hineni prayer, a

meditation traditionally recited by the Chazan prior to the Musaf (additional)

service on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, stands apart from the myriad pages of

praise and supplication recited on the High Holy Days, in that it is worded in the

first-person singular. Curiously, the congregation seem to be spectators to this

moment of the liturgy. The Chazan  engages in a one-on-one dialogue with God,

asking for his prayers to be received favourably, despite any personal

shortcomings. He recites: 

 

‘Hineni he’ani mima’as – Here I am, impoverished in deeds and merit. But

nevertheless, I  have come before You, God, to plead on behalf of Your people

Israel.’

 

Judaism teaches that each individual is responsible for his or her own prayer.

Unlike other traditions, we do not recognise an intermediary. The Chazan  does not

pray for  us, but rather with  us. The choreography and layout of the service bear

this out. In most synagogues, the Chazan  and the congregation face the same

direction. Each worshipper is responsible for reciting each word of the text. It,

therefore, seems unusual that on the High Holy Days, he is functioning on behalf of

the Jewish people. Will  God judge the congregation negatively because of his

transgressions? In some synagogues, the Chazan  chants Hineni  while walking

through the congregation, symbolising that he has been literally sent to lead the

prayers on their behalf.

 

But in fact, Hineni  is really a grand, dramatic expansion of a type of prayer that is

seen and recited every day in the siddur – an example, often overlooked, appears

before every instance of the Amidah :  

 

‘Adoshem, s’fatai tiftach, ufi yagid tehilatecha – God, open up my lips that my

mouth may utter words of praise to you.’

 

We recognise that just when we need to be the most focused and disciplined with

our thoughts, it’s natural to fall short. We may not be in the moment. We may not

be able to express the proper words. So, we literally pray for the ability to pray.

 

BY RUTH JACOBS
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All the more so is this true on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, which, according to

traditional Jewish theology are literally life-or-death moments for the

congregation. What if the Chazan  is distracted? What if all  of the congregation’s

prayers are rejected because of the deeds of one person? So, the Chazan  uses

every tool at his disposal to enjoin God to look favourably upon him and the

congregation. This is the ideal time in the service to exert the greatest pressure

on the congregation to bend their hearts toward repentance and focus their minds

in concentrated prayer, after only a few prior bursts from the shofar to remind

them to pay attention, that repentance time is upon them, and maybe they are not

ready. On Rosh Hashanah, the Chazan  is alone as he recites Hineni  and escorts you

towards the prolonged emotional journey that will  end, ten days later at the close

of Yom Kippur, in cleansing and release.

 

The first word of the text Hineni  is meant to remind God that He too shares some

responsibility for what befalls the congregation. This one simple Hebrew word

conveys millennia of Jewish transformation and acceptance of responsibility.

Whenever a character in the Bible underwent a moment of profound change or

crisis, he pronounced this same word: Hineni .  Here I am .  When G-d called upon

Abraham to sacrifice his son, Abraham answered, Hineni .  When the angel of God

later rushed to stop Abraham from performing this hard act, Abraham once again

said, Hineni .  And when Moses stood before the burning bush and was called by

name from within, he too responded, Hineni .  In these episodes, Abraham and

Moses emerged transformed, and so it is with the Chazan  on these most sacred

days in the Jewish calendar who also becomes transformed.

 

More than a simple indication of being physically present in a location, the word

Hineni  is more of an existential expression. I ’m not only here, but I’m here,

spiritually. I ’m prepared to reflect on who I am, what’s important to me, and how I

can affect change for others .  It is not merely about the Chazan  engaging in a side

conversation with God while the congregation looks on and waits. Rather, when the

Chazan states Hineni ,  it is in fact everyone present saying the same thing, despite

the prayer’s singular phrasing. We are here .  We too are impoverished in spirit and

deed, and we all share in the fear that our bad choices over the last year might be

weighed against us. Nevertheless, we stand humble and ready to physically and

spiritually rise to the challenge of the difficult process of teshuva – repentance,

which lies ahead as the Chazan  begins singing Kaddish  in its particular High Holy

Days melody.

 

Inspired by the writing of Chazan Max Axelrod.
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R O S H  H A S H A N A H  M U S A F  P R A Y E R S :    

M A L C H I Y O T ,  Z I C H R O N O T  A N D  S H O F R O T

Whilst the blowing of the shofar is the highlight of the Musaf  service, the prayers

within this service are of equal importance. The prayers are written solely for Rosh

Hashanah making the Musaf  service of Rosh Hashanah unique and some may say,

even more important than that of the Musaf  service of Yom Kippur.   

 

The Talmud quotes [1] Hashem as saying:

 

  ‘On Rosh Hashanah recite before Me verses of Kingship (Malchiyot), Remembrance

(Zichronot) and Shofar Blasts (Shofrot): Kingship so that You make Me your King;

Remembrance so that your remembrance should rise up before Me for your benefit.

And through what? – through the Shofar.’

 

In the prayers of Malchiyot  we declare Hashem  as our Ruler and King; we ask to be

remembered by Hashem  in Zichronot  and we declare our hopes for redemption – for

the individual and all Jewish people, through the symbolic sounding of the shofar

[2].

 

We often see Rosh Hashanah as a time to reflect about our children; we want them

to have a healthy year, a successful year and a year of blessing, offering up our

own personal ambitions so that our children should achieve their own ambitions. It

is, therefore, no surprise that we read how mothers in the Tanach identify with the

three sections of Musaf  for their hopes for their own children.  

 

Malchiyot – Kingship; In the haftorah  on first day Rosh Hashanah, Hannah

mentioned Hashem’s name in homage following the birth of her long-awaited son

Samuel. We see how she ‘exulted’ in Hashem  and said ‘There is none as holy as

Hashem, for there is none beside You and there is no Rock like Hashem…’[3].

 

Zichronot  – Remembrance; In the Torah reading on first day Rosh Hashanah,

Hashem remembered  Sarah on Rosh Hashanah blessing her with a child after a

lifetime of barrenness and so remembering and fulfill ing His promise to Avraham

that his descendants should grow to be a great nation. 

 

 

[1] Rosh Hashanah 16a, 34b

[2] Rosh Hashanah Musaf Amidah: My Jewish Learning.com

[3] Arts Scroll,  Rosh Hashanah page 423

BY DEBORAH CLEMENTS
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The Zichronot  section ends ‘Blessed are you, Hashem, who remembers the

Covenant’ .

 

And lastly, Shofrot  – Shofar Blasts; In the haftorah of second day Rosh Hashanah

[4],  Rachel cries out from her grave as the Israelites are driven into exile.  But

Hashem  reassures her  ‘restrain your voice from weeping and your eyes from tears;

for there is a reward for your accomplishment…. And they shall return from the

enemy’s land'.  Hashem’s promise of redemption for the Children of Israel came

through her tearful prayers which is symbolised by the blowing of the shofar.

 

But all  three prayers of Rosh Hashanah are brought together with the beautiful

verse in the second day haftorah ;

 

‘ Is Ephraim, My most precious son or a delightful child, that whenever I speak of

him I remember him more and more?  My heart years for him, and I will  have pity on

him [5]’.

 

In the form of a rhetorical question, Hashem exclaims  His love for the tribe of

Ephraim – a symbol of Israel in exile – even though the people were sinful and

underserving. Hashem remembers  Ephraim and has pity on him and promises

Ephraim redemption ,  thus highlighting that whilst we may think purely about our

own children, Hashem remembers all His children.

 

May all our prayers to Hashem be heard this Rosh Hashanah, so that He should

remember and redeem all of us, by inscribing us and all our families in to the Book

of Life.

 

 

[4] Yirmiyahu 31 :  1-19

[5] Yirmiyahu 31 :19
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L E Y N I N G  &  H A F T O R A H  –  C O M F O R T  &  C O M M U N I T Y

The Torah portions read on Rosh Hashanah are some of the most poignant in the

whole of Tanach. On 1st day [1] we read the miraculous account of how Sarah and

Avraham, in their old age, bore a son, Yitzchak. On 2nd day [2] we read the

infamous story of Akeidat Yitzchak ,  the offering up and near sacrifice of that very

son Avraham and Sarah had prayed and waited so long for. There is perhaps no

more impressive juxtaposition in the whole of the Torah. The contrast in the

emotions felt by Avraham and Sarah during these two accounts must have been

immense. Yet we read them on the very same festival, side by side, just as they

are written in the Torah scroll.  

 

This contrast reminds me of the struggle and balance each of us experiences,

between moments of happiness, sorrow, celebration and mourning, in our own

lives. Many of us will  sit in Shul this Rosh Hashanah and focus on the difficulties of

the year gone by. Others will  focus on the joy this last year has brought them and

their families. I  found myself a few weeks ago in a strange situation – attending

both a wedding and a Shiva house within days of each other. The contrast between

these milestones brought about mixed emotions, much like those brought out by

reading the above accounts of Avraham, Sarah and Yitzchak. At a Shiva house we

say the following words:

 

‘Hamakom yenachem etechem betoch shaar avelay tziyon viyrushalayim – May the

Omnipresent comfort you among the rest of the mourners of Zion and Jerusalem’

 

By proclaiming these words, we send a message of solidarity to the mourners that

it is not just they who weep and mourn the loss of their loved one at this time, but

rather the whole community. It is a declaration that we are all in a sense of

mourning, both in a personal sense and also due to the absence of the Temple. We

are saying to the mourners that yes, your loss is deep and painful, but you do not

stand alone. Take comfort from the fact that just as your Jewish brothers and

sisters have found strength in their times of mourning to carry on and remain

hopeful, so too should you. The message is clear – we are a community and the

community are there to provide you comfort at this difficult time. In contrast, at a

wedding, the 5th of the Sheva Brachot  goes as follows:

 

‘May the barren one (Jerusalem) rejoice and be happy at the ingathering of her

children to her midst in joy. Blessed are You Hashem, who gladdens Zion with her

children.’

[1] Genesis 21 :  1-34

[2] Genesis 22 :  1-24

BY RACHEL CAPLAN
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Here the message is juxtaposed – it is the bride and groom who provide comfort to  

Zion and the Jewish community, not the other way around. The community take

great joy in watching the coming together of these two people and it is the

community who are the recipients of comfort and happiness, not the individual.

 

In the haftorah  portion of Jeremiah [3] on 2nd day Rosh Hashanah, we read about

the ingathering of the exiles:

 

‘Weeping with joy they will  come, and with compassion I (Hashem) will  lead them…

I will  turn their mourning into joy and will  console them and gladden them after

their sorrow’.

 

We all play a role in each other’s lives. We are not islands. We, despite the

individualist world we live in, cannot function as single units. In both secular and

religious life, we rely on the unit – be that a partner, a family or a whole community.

Take a minyan  for example. The show simply cannot go on without it. Sometimes it

is someone else’s role, l ike a bride or groom, to provide joy for us; and sometimes,

like at a time of mourning, it is our role to provide joy and comfort to others.

Moreover, if we can take an interest in one another and look out for those around

us, then more often than not, as is said above in Jeremiah, it will  be Hashem ,  who

will  in fact be the one to provide us with comfort and consolation.

 

The haftorah  culminates in the moving passage of Rachel our Matriarch, weeping

bitterly and inconsolably for her exiled children:

 

‘Rachel weeping over her children, could not be comforted...  refrain from shedding

tears, there is reward for your deeds...  there is hope in your future, the children

shall return to their border’.

 

As we sit and reflect in shul about the year gone by, the happiness and joy, the

trials and tribulations, let us be comforted by each other, our families and our

wonderful community. May we find space to let new people into our lives so that

we may comfort them, and so that they too may comfort us in our future times of

need. It is only if we act as a collective, that God will  this Rosh Hashanah, ‘reward

us for our deeds’  and ensure ‘hope in our future’ .  

 

 

 

 

[3] Jeremiah 31 :  1-19
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U ’ N E T A N E H  T O K E F  –

P R O D I G I O U S ,  P O I G N A N T  A N D  P O W E R F U L

This beautiful piyut (liturgical poem) dates from the 11th century and is believed

to have been composed by Rabbi Amnon of Mainz, after the terrible misfortune

that befell him. It was a precarious time for the Jews, full of massacres and forced

conversions. Rabbi Amnon was one of the great men of his generation and, to make

an example of him, the local Christian lords demanded that he convert to their

religion. He refused to do so. They sent delegations day after day to try to

persuade him to change his mind, and even when he was summoned to appear

before the archbishop, he would not be swayed. Eventually, hoping to put them off,

he requested three days in which to take counsel and think about it. However,

immediately after these words had left his lips, he was overcome with guilt at

having suggested the slightest impression that he would renounce his faith, of

which he had absolutely no intention. He returned home and would neither eat nor

drink and fell i l l .  His loved ones tried to console him but he would not be

comforted. On the third day, whilst he was in great distress and sorrow, the

archbishop had Rabbi Amnon brought in against his will  and demanded his answer.

Rabbi Amnon said to him: ‘Let the tongue that lied to you be cut out’.  But the

wicked archbishop responded: ‘No – your tongue spoke. But your feet that did not

obey the order to come to me I will  lop off, and the rest of your body I shall punish’.

And so, Rabbi Amnon underwent brutal torture as he was dismembered.

 

Rosh Hashanah arrived and Rabbi Amnon asked to be carried on a stretcher to the

house of prayer and he was set down near the reader. When it was time for

recitation of the Kedushah ,  Rabbi Amnon, who had lovingly suffered severe

affliction for the few words of doubt he had spoken, interrupted the service and

recited this poem in order to sanctify the name of God. He died at the conclusion

of the prayer. Three days later, he appeared to Rabbi Kalonymus ben Meshulam in a

dream and taught him the piyut ,  directing him to send it to the entire Diaspora.

From then onwards, u’Netaneh Tokef is recited every Rosh Hashanah and Yom

Kippur in order to express the powerful sanctity of the day.

 

When we read the following lines:

 

‘Who will  l ive, and who will  die?

Who in their time, and who not their time?...

. . .Who will  rest, and who will  wander?

Who will  be safe, and who will  be torn?

Who will  be calm, and who will  be tormented?’

 

BY SYBIL PRAIS



WORDS BY WOMEN - SEPTEMBER 2019 | TISHREI 5780

SEPTEMBER 2019 | TISHREI 5780 PAGE | 11

I  think about my friends who passed away during the last year, their loved ones left

dealing with grief-stricken anguish; I  think about friends coping with serious

physical i l lnesses and tormented by mental health problems; I  think about friends

who live in a constant state of anxiety and get no respite; I  think about friends who

are alone and lonely, without the familial or communal support systems many of us

take for granted; and I think about my own personal conflicts and struggles. At this

point in the service I can usually be seen, tearful and trembling, face buried in my

machzor, as I become increasingly overcome by the enormity of it all  and the sheer,

raw emotion these words stir up in me.

 

And then I think about what the next twelve months may bring. We don’t know what

God has in store for us – the future is out of our hands. Things will  happen in the

coming year and we don’t know what. We are in a screenplay, and we don’t get to

write the script. We would very much like to be in control of our own lives, but the

fact is we are not; the great joys and sorrows will  happen largely without our

consent. What influence, then, do we possibly have? And is there any point in

striving to achieve anything? Of course, the answer is an emphatic: ‘Yes’! Although

we can’t change the plot of our own life story, we do have the power within us to

cultivate a finer character. We can appreciate the depth and richness of our lives.

We can introduce forms of thought and expression that make our existence more

meaningful. There are things we can do that can make a genuine difference. This is

not a day of suffering without hope. No matter what one has done, the severe

decree – the penalty of death – may be deflected. Three actions on our part –

teshuvah ,  tefillah and tzedakah  – can swerve the harshness of the decree by

changing the focus from our powerless suffering to our power of response.

 

Teshuvah (repentance) – The literal meaning of the word teshuvah is ‘return.’ We

just have to turn ourselves around and re-turn to God. He is never far away.

Teshuvah  is a process of change within each one of us and is only limited by the

boundaries we ourselves create when we mistakenly believe ourselves to be

incapable of growth.

 

Tefillah (prayer) – When we pray it is a time of special connection with, and

closeness to, Hashem. We should use this time to its full extent; get ourselves

into the right frame of mind and concentrate on the words. If one doesn’t

understand Hebrew, determine to learn. If not, it is better to pray in a language one

understands, rather than utter meaningless phrases. And, above all,  we can enjoy

this special gift – being able to express ourselves in a spiritual manner – pretty

much anytime we want, and wherever we may be.
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Tzedakah (charity) – A better translation is ‘righteous acts’ (the word ‘charity’

implies highhandedness; that we are doing someone else a favour). The Chafetz

Chayim used to thank everyone to whom he gave tzedakah .  Isn’t this odd? One

would think that the person who should do the thanking in this situation is the

recipient of the charity, not the donor. But no; as donors we can thank the

beneficiaries for giving us the opportunity to perform this mitzvah .  The

beneficiaries of our tzedakah  – whether money or righteous acts – are the agents

through whom we are enabled to carry out a good deed, hence it is for this reason

that we should thank them .

 

There is a further note of hope expressed in this poem. God is depicted as a

merciful judge who understands the frail nature of human beings. The pitiful

description of the transitory nature of life and the heartrending comparison

between eternal God and us who are no more than “a dream that flies away” or a

speck of dust which blows away with the wind, aren’t intended to depress us, but

to remind God, as it were, of our dependence on Him as our creator and loving

father, and thereby make Him incline toward forgiving us. Amongst all our Rosh

Hashanah/Yom Kippur liturgy, I  consider this piece to be the pinnacle. Bearing in

mind the background to its composition, and thinking about Rabbi Amnon’s

unwavering strength in the face of animosity and cruelty, I  am inspired in my

pursuit of consistency of faith, and sanctification of God’s name. It is

commendable for each and every one of us to be ‘Or laGoyim’ – ‘a light to the

nations’ – by carefully considering everything we say and do, by the way in which

we behave, and in our interactions with others. Individual and collective

responsibility, and the possibility for growth through change, permeates our very

beings and is something for which our souls yearns. Let these be our motivation

and inspiration during the auspicious Yamim Nora’im  period… and beyond!

 

DESIGNED BY KARIN MALOL


