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Beyond the Sermon: What High Holiday Prayers Offer and

Demand
Rabbi Jan Uhrbach

Rabbi Jan Uhrbach is founding director of the Block / Kolker Center for Spiritual Arts. She brings her
passion for prayer and teaching to the JTS community. Through her work as director of the Block / Kolker
Center for Spiritual Arts, she has developed and overseen programs and discussions, as well as prayer
services on Shabbat and festivals, for the JTS community and the general public.

Rabbi Uhrbach loves being in the classroom at JTS, where she teaches courses on the meaning of liturgy
and a course she created titled The Art of Leading Prayer. She is a religious mentor to many of JTS'
rabbinical and cantorial students. She served as Interim Dean of the Division of Religious Leadership for the
2021-2022 school year.

In addition to her role at JTS, Rabbi Uhrbach serves as the founding rabbi of the Gesher | The Bridge Shul
in Bridgehampton, Long Island, enabling her to mentor many of JTS’s rabbinical and cantorial students in a
congregational setting. She has played a key role in the acclaimed Lev Shalem prayer book series, as
associate editor of Siddur Lev Shalem for Shabbat and Festivals, published by the Rabbinical Assembly in
2016, and currently as associate editor of the forthcoming Siddur Lev Shalem for Weekdays. She also
served on the editorial committee for Machzor Lev Shalem.

A distinguished teacher of Torah, she is also a member of the Wexner Heritage faculty, and has taught and
served as scholar-in-residence in many synagogues.

Rabbi Uhrbach was ordained at JTS, where she was a Wexner Graduate Fellow. A graduate of Harvard
Law School and Yale University, Rabbi Uhrbach served as Law Clerk to Federal District Judge Kimba M.
Wood. She then joined the New York law firm of Satterlee Stephens Burke & Burke LLP, where she
specialized in media litigation, becoming a partner of the firm in January 1996.

All sources are taken from|Mahzor Lev Shalen] (The Rabbinical Assembly, 2010). This webinar is connected
to Rabbi Uhrbach’s essay for the JTS High Holiday Reader,| “To Be More Fully Human: Reflections on Hope

for the Days of Awe 5786”



https://www.rabbinicalassembly.org/resources-ideas/lev-shalem-series/mahzor-lev-shalem
https://www.jtsa.edu/blog-content/to-be-more-fully-human-reflections-on-hope-for-the-days-of-awe-5786/page/1/
https://www.jtsa.edu/prayer-is-hard-and-thats-the-point/

REPETITION OF THE AMIDAH

Prayer

Prayer takes the mind
out of the narrowness of
self-interest, and enables
us to see the world in the
mirror of the holy.

—ABRAHAM JOSHUA
HESCHEL

God of Our Ancestors

As Jews on a religious
quest, we recognize
that we are, first of all,
inheritors, Our spiritual
vocabulary, ourvalues,
the lives that we lead are
pathways built on mark-
erslaid down by those
who came before us.
Beginning on the roads
that they surveyed, we
are each able to proceed
on our own religious
journey. Surely, if we
grow at all religiously,
we will end up ina dif-
ferent place than they;
but as we look back, we
will always be reminded
that it was possible for
us to begin on our way
because of the journey
they undertook.

We rise 03 the ork is opened.

As 1 proclaim God's name, ApoNAT, exalt our God.
ADONAY, open my lips that my mouth may speak Your praise.

First B'rakhah: Our Ancestors

Version with Pattiarchs:

Barukh atah ADONAL,

our God and God of our
ancestors,

God of Abraham, God of
Isaac, and God of Jacob,

great, mighty, awe-inspiring,
transcendent God,

who acts with lovingkindness
and creates all things,

who remembers the loving
deeds of our ancestors,

and who will send a redeemer
to their children’s children
with love
for the sake of divine honor.

Verslon with Patriarchs and Matriorchs;

Barukh atah ADONAI,

our God and God of our
ancestors,

God of Abraham, God of
Isaac, and God of Jacob,

God of Sarah, God of
Rebecca, God of Rachel,
and God.of Leah,

great, mighty, awe-inspiring,
transcendent God,

who acts with lovingkindness
and creates all things,

who remembers the loving
deeds of our ancestors,

and who will send a redeemer
to their children’s children
with love

for the sake of divine honor.

Inspired by the insight of sages
and the teachings of those who acquired wisdom,
I open my lips in prayer and supplication

The ark is closed and we remain standing
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We rise as the ark is opened.
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THE READER’S REPETITION
OF THE AMIDAH. In the
ancient and medieval syna-
gogue, the silent Amidah
was repeated aloud by the
service leader since indi-
vidual prayerbooks were
virtually unknown through
the first millennium. Even
as manuscript copies be-
came more available in the
lacter half of the Middle
Ages, they were largely the
possession of the wealthy,
and most ordinary people
still did not have access to
one. The reader’s repetition
was especially important
and became an occasion
for poetic embellishments
of the standard prayer. The
Rosh Hashanah additions
emphasize the themes of
God’s sovereignty and the
judgment that is effected
on this day. Interestingly,
Maimonides (Egypt, 12th
century) favored abolish-
ing the silent Amidah and
retaining only a reader’s
repetition, since he felt that
the recitation of both was
prompting too much chat-
ter and disturbance during
the repetition.

GOD OF ABRAHAM . .. GOD OF SARAH 11T YR . . . DN VN, The tradition of recit-
ing the names of each of the patriarchs originates with God's own speech: at the burning
bush, God begins addressing Moses by saying, “l am the God of Abraham, the God of
Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” Some congregations add the names of the four matriarchs
at the beginning of this brakhah, because of their significance as founders of our people,
and as part of our effort to reclaim and honor women as role models of faith.

INSPIRED BY THE INSIGHT D*1) TiON. These lines serve to introduce piyyutim, poetic
additions to the Amidah, that address the holy day’s themes. The reference to “sages”
and “those who acquired wisdom” is a relic of the era when adding piyyutim was a
matter of controversy, which prompted this appeal to the authority of those sages who
permitted them. This introduction proclaimed that the Amidah's piyyutim are faithful
to tradition, in that they are saturated with biblical and midrashic quotations. Its words
continue to have meaning as the leader’s personal plea for inspiration to guide the con-
gregation appropriately—a poignant reminder of the leader’s responsibility as one who
represents the congregation before God.
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REPETITION OF THE AMIDAH

Prayer of the Heart

The Hasidic moster
Mendel of Rymanov
used to sny that during
the time be prayed the
Amidah, all the people
who had ever asked

him to pray to God on
thelr behalf would pass
through his mind. Some-
one once asked how that
was possible, since there
was surely not enough
time. Rabbi Mendel
replied: “The need of
every single one leaves a
trace in my heart. In the
hour of prayer I open my
heart and say: ‘Master of
the universe, read what is
written here!™

God of Our Ancestors

As Jews on a religious
quest, we recognize

that we are, first of all,
inheritors. Our spiritual
vocabulary, our values,
the lives that we lead are
pathways built on mark-
ers laid down by those
who came before us.
Beginning on the roads
that they surveyed, we
are each able to proceed
on our own religious
journey, Surely, if we
grow at all religiously,
we will end up in a dif-
ferent place than they;
but as we look back, we
will always be reminded
that it was possible for
us to begin on our way
because of the journey
they undertook.

We nise as 'the ark Is opened.

As1proclaim God's name, ADONALI, exalt our God.
ADONAL, open my lips that my mouth may speak Your praise.

First B'rakhah: Our Ancestors

Version.with Patriarchs;

Barukh atah ADONALI,

our God and God of our
ancestors,

God of Abraham, God of
Isaac, and God of Jacob,

great, mighty, awe-inspiring,
transcendent God,

who acts with lovingkindness
and creates all things,

who remembers the loving
deeds of our ancestors,

and who will send a redeemer
to their children’s children
with love
for the sake of divine honor.

Inspired by the insight of sages

Version with Patriarchs and Matriarchs:

Barukh atah ADONALI,

our God and God of our
ancestors;

God of Abraham, God of
Isaac, and God of Jacob,

God of Sarah, God of
Rebecca, God of Rachel,
and God of Leah,

great, mighty, awe-inspiring,
transcendent God,

who acts with lovingkindness
and creates all things,

who remembers the loving
deeds of our ancestors,

and who will send a redeemer
to their children’s children
with love
for the sake of divine honor.

and the teachings of those who acquired wisdom,

The ark is closed.

Iopen my lips in prayer and supplication
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We rise as the ark is opened,
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The ark is closed.
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THE READER’S REPETITION
OF THE AMIDAH. In the
ancient and medieval syna-
gogue, the silent Amidah
was repeated aloud by the
service leader since indi-
vidual prayerbooks were
virtually unknown through
the first millennium. Even
as manuscript copies be-
came more available in the
latter half of che Middle
Ages, they were largely the
possession of the wealthy,
and most people still did
not have access to their
own. In that context, the
reader’s repetition was
especially importantand
became the occasion for
poetic embellishments

of the standard prayer.
Additions that are unique
to Yom Kippur include the
series of S'lihot (Forgive-
ness) prayers and Viddui
(Confession) prayers.

GOD OF SARAH ...
REBECCA . .. RACHEL

AND ... LEAH MW DR
DTN RI TN
INY ¥TIN). Some congre-
gations add the namés of
the four matriarchs at the
beginning of this b'rakhah

because of their significance as founders of our people, and as part
of our effort to reclaim women's voices and to honor women as role

models of faith.

INSPIRED BY THE INSIGHT D°90 TiDX. These lines serve to introduce
piyyutim, poetic additions to the Amidah, that address the holy day’s
themes. The reference to “sages” and “those who acquired wisdom” is
a relic of the era when adding piyyutim was a matter of controversy,
which prompted this appeal to the authority of those sages who
permitted them. This introduction proclaimed that the Amidah'’s
piyyutim are faithful to tradition, in that they are saturated with bibli-
cal and midrashic quotations. Its words continue to have meaning as
the leader’s personal plea for inspiration to guide the congregation
appropriately—a poignant reminder of the responsibility that the
leader takes on in representing the congregation before God.
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Day In. Day Ourt

Day in, day out

I sienllow

the beanty of the world
this bungering beanty
My God

open Xindoin \Gthln me
to Jt the world enter
cilmly and pacefully
that more of the avorld
cafer

the world that I love

cry over
and love again and again

—MIRIAM BARUCH HALF

ASHREI
Joyous are they who dwell in Your house;
they shall praise Yoo forever.
Joyous the people who are so favored;
joyous the people whose God is ADONAL

PSALM 145
A PSALXM OF DAVID.

1 exalt You, my God, my sovereign;
1 praise Your name, always.

Every day I praise You, glorifying Your name, always.

Great is ADONAL, greatly to be praised,
though God’s greatness is unfathomable.
One generation praises Your works to another,
telling of Your mighty deeds.
I would speak of Your majestic glory
and of Your wondrous acts.
People speak of Your awe-inspiring deeds;
L, too, shall recount Your greatness.
They recount Your great goodness,
and sing of Your righteousness.
ADONAI is merciful and compassionate,
patient, and abounding in love.
ApONAT is good to all,
and God's mercy embraces all of creation.
All of creation acknowledges You,
and the faithful bless You.
They speak of the glory of Your sovereignty;
and tell of Your might,
proclaiming to humanity Your mighty deeds,
and the glory of Your majestic sovereignty.
Your sovereignty is eternal,
Your dominion endures through each generation.
ADONATI supports all who falter,
and lifts up all who are bent down.
The eyes of all look hopefully to You,
and You provide them nourishment in due time.
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PIAUL 145 Thls pralm,
which s oeasured by
tta Rabbis, & re¢ind thrica
dally. ik was in liurgical use
during dse Second Temple
period, as attestad by the
Dead Sea Krolls, where it
appears with & congrega-
donal response attached
10 each verse “Blessed

is Adonai and blessed i
God's name”

Psalm 145 begins and
ends with personal verses
of praise: In the muddle
verses, the author affirms
God’s sovereignty, and
then immedately connects
thar affirmavon to God's
love and compassion.

For synagogue use, Psalm
115718 was appended o
the end, referming o those
who are praying in the
synagogue. Two additional
verses (Psalms 845 and
144215), both of which
begin with the word " giX
(ashre, “Joyous”), were
added to the opening.
apparently in imitation of
the Book of Psalms itself,

which begins with that word. Originally, P’sukei D'zimra, the preparato-
ry moming psalms, began here and consisted simply of Ashrei followed
by the last five psalms in the Book of Psalms.

Ashrei is an alphabetical acrostic and thus easy to remember, which
may help to explain its popularity in Jewish liturgy. Many readers relate
to individual verses more than to the fiterary flow of the whole poem.

MY GOD, MY SOVEREIGN 7710 0T The psalmist addresses God

directly, not in the third person, establishing a feeling of closeness. On
the other hand, the psalmist speaks to God as 7987 (ha-melekh), “my
sovereign.” This tension is one that dassical Jewish thinkers constantly

seek to maintain.

ADONAL IS MERCIFUL AND COMPASSIONATE 7> TANT) )uN. Confirmed
by the proctamation of God's armibutes to Moses: "A God compassion-
ate and merciful” (Exodus 34:6). This psalm paints a picture of a loving

God, who cares for all creatures.

ADONAL SUPPORTS ALL WHO FALTER DYP)Q°2)7 M PND. This verse
marks a uming point in the psalm. Until now, the poet has praised
God's greaness and splendor; now, the focus shifts to God's concern
for those in need. Here, God's sovereignty is primarily manifest in love

and care.
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Twe Bible-describes the
experience of God's pres-
ence in two different ways.
At Sinmi the experiance fs
earth-shattering, filled with
tre sounds and sights of
thunder and lighbiing but
the prophet Elijah retwns
to Sinai and only hears “the
thin silent sound™ of God's
presence. Denise Levertov's
poem suggests that latter
sense.

S The Thread
Something is very gently,
invisibly, silently,
pulling at me—a thread
ornet of threads
finer than cobweb and as
elastic. 1 haven’t tried
the strength of it. No

barbed hook
pierced and tore me. Was it
not long ago this thread
began to draw me? Or
way back? Was I
bom with its knot

about my
neck, a bridle? Not fear
but a stirring
of wonder makes me
catch my breath when I feel
the tug of it when I thought
it had loosened itself

and gone.

—DENISE LEVERTOV

Meditations on Malkhuyot

The ark is opened.

The Sovereign on High,

God, who dwells in the heights,

and is wondrous in the heavens,

will display the power of the Divine, and

will rule forever and evar, La-adei ad yimlokh melekh elyon

The Sovereign on High

speaks with righteousness,

is clothed in justice,

listens to those who cry out and

will rule forever and ever. La-adei ad yimlokh melekh elyon

The Sovereign on High

who is good,

whose goodness is everlasting,

and who fashioned the infinite heavens

will rule forever and ever. La-adei ad yimlokh melekh elyon

The Sovereign on High,

the eternal Sovereign,
perceives all that is hidden,
gives speech to the mute, and
will rule forever and ever.

The Sovereign on High

never sleeps,

is surrounded by tranquility,

holds out a treasured reward for the righteous, and

will rule forever and ever. La-adei ad yimlokh
The ark is dlosed.

La-adei ad yimlokh melekh elyon

The impoverished earthly sovereign
is chased by exhaustion,

falls into a deep sleep,

and is enveloped in chaos.

How long can that rule last?

The ark is opened.

But—the Sovereign on High
whose power is eternal,

who is glorious forever,

and who is justly praised forever,
will rule forever and ever.

The ark is closed.

Ad matai yimlokh

Aval melekh elyon

La-adei ad yimlokh
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Meditations on Malkhuyot
The ork is opened.
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The ark is closed.

THE SOVEREIGN ON HIGH
19P¥ 71, In the Middle
Ages, Jews were under the
sway of kings and nobles.
The fickle rule of these sow-
ereigrs often had verrible
consequences for the Jew-
ish communides beholden
to them. This piyyut, which
describes the ideals of
divine rule and contrasts
them with the corrupdon
of human sovereignty, had.
in its context, a subvessive
quality. In its origjnal form,
each stanza describing
God's attributes alternated
with a stanza describ-

ing the failure of haman
royalty. The piyyut was
shortened later—probably
for reasans of tme—and
almost all of the stanzas
describing earthly rule were
removed. While human
lings might proclaim that
their rule was justified by
divine right, Jews, praying
in the synagogue, declared
that only God'’s rule had
true legitmacy. They thus
understood the central
meaning of the Malkhuyot
portion of the Musaf
service to be the acknowl-
edgment that no earthly
person or object can lay
claim to absolute authority.
As we meditate on this sec-
tion of the service, we, too,
might contemplate which
values have ultimate claim
on our lives.
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< A Meditation

on Kol Nidrei

All the vows on our lips,

the burdens in our hearts,

the pent-np regrets abont

which we brooded and spoke

through prayers without end

on lust Atonement Day

did not change ourway of
life,

did not bring deliverance

in the year that has gone.

From mountain peaks of
fervor

we fell to common ways

at the close of the fast.

Will You hear our regret?

'Will You open our prison,

release us from shackles of
habit?

"Will You accept our prayers,

forgive our wrongs,

though we sin again and
again?

In moments of weakness

we do not remember

promises of Atonement Day.

Recall that we easily forget;

take only our heart’s intent.

Forgive us, pardon us.

—ZE'EV FALK
(trans. Stanley Schechter)

Kol Nidrei

1 am grateful for this,

a moment of truth,

grateful to stand before You
in judgment.

Yoo now me as a llar

and I am flooded with relief
to have my darkest self
exposed at last.

Every day I break my vows—

to be the dutiful child,

selfless parent, caring friend,

responsible citizen of the
word.

Taking out the Torah Scrolls

We rise os the ark is opened.
A meditation while the Torah scrolls are taken out of the ark:

Who can understand the source of our errors?

Cleanse me of secret faults, and restrain Your servant
from willful sins; may they not control me.

Then shall I be innocent of wrongdoing, wholly clear
of transgression.

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of
my heart be acceptable to You, ADoNA1, my rock
and my redeemer.

In some congregations, a procession carrying the Torah scrolls marches

around the synagogue while we recite repeatedly as needed:

Light is sown for the righteous, and joy for those whose

hearts are true,
Or zaru-a la-tzaddik u-lyishrei lev simhah.

THE EARTHLY AND HEAVENLY COURTS
This affirmation is traditionally recited three times;

By the authority of the court on high and by the
authority of this court below, with divine consent
and with the consent of this congregation, we grant
permission to pray with those who have transgressed.
Bi-shivah shel malah u-vi-shivah shel mattah,

al da-at ha-makom v'al da-at ha-kahal,
anu mattirin l'hitpalleil im ha-avaryanim.

No one sees, no one knows,
how often I take the easy way,
Ilet myself off the hook,
give myself the benefit of
the doubt—

every day, every day.

On this day, this one day,

1 stand before You naked,
without disguise, without
embellishment, naked,
shivering, ridiculous.

Iimplore You—
let me try again.
—MERLE FELD
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We rise as the ark Is opened.
A meditation while the Torah scrolls are taken out of the ark:

In some congregations, a procession carrying the Torah scrolls marches around ~ LIGHT IS SOWN 7§ TiN.
the synagogue while we recite repeatedly as needed: Psalm 971,

SN 297U PYTEY YT IR WEGRANT peRmission To
R T RS R PRAY WITH THOSE WHO
HAVE TRANSGRESSED
DY 579507 PR MR
D)273¥7. Yom Kippur
9N YW NWMI N9V YW WD begins with the afimation
bapa nl_’j '71_7'! D'IPEJU nl_’:[ ‘71_7 that whatever our faults

and doubts on this night,
DMV OY 595007 PR 3K everone s welcome in

TERTTRE T TR T ™ thesynagogue. While the

origins of this preface to

Kol Nidrei are obscure, during the late Middle Ages it took on special meaning.
Conversos, Spanish and Portugese Jews who had kept their rellgious identity secret,
wanted to rejoin their communities on Yom Kippur. The formula “By authority of
the court” assured them that they had permission both from heaven above and
from the community here on earth to pray with their fellow Jews, This affirmation
can welcome all of us who feel burdened by guilt and the sense of being unworthy
to join with our community. The Talmud says that, on a fast day, no prayer will be
accepted unless sinners join in.

This affirmation is traditionally recited three times:

THE MEeLooy. The opening melodic phrase of Kol Nidrel—at least 1300 years old—
bears a remarkable similarity to the French-Sephardic and Iraqi (Babylonian) chant
for the beginning of Genesis, DIV N2 MWK We know that some Babylonian
Jews migrated to Spain, and thelr manner of singing the liturgy spread from there
to southern France, and then eastward. While the early Babylonian chant of the
Torah was not preserved in Europe, the use of this melody for Kol Nidrei preserves
this ancient melody. The contrast between the pleading melody of the traditional
Kol Nidrel and the somber legalism of the words points to a larger confrontation
we encounter tonight: the sadness of recognizing our own imperfection and fini-
tude, and the gap between what is required of us and our achievements.
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S'LIHOT: PRAYERS OF FORGIVENESS

STibah

Lexpect nothing In return

—T1 love tranquility,

Even windswept chaff of
quarrels

will welgh upon me

like a heavy ofl press's
plank.

ButI'm open to everyone

and I can admit that I've
erred

and by way of truth's light
I rejoicein it

I'want to recelve the
truth from everyone—
and it Isnot my nature to
hold on, but to listen.
Afterall, what is a
human being but a
misjudgment.
—THE HAZON ISH
(trans. Aubrey Glazer)

Some congregations omit S'libot in Shaborit and tum to Sh'ma Kolelhu, p. 262.
Our God and God of our ancestors:
Ifwe have erred, do not send us away;
if we have made mistakes, do not abandon us.
If we have distanced ourselves, come close}
if we dare come close, do not be distant,
Ifwe cry out, do not shut Your ears;
if we have trespassed, do not punish us.
If we have transgressed, do not hide Yourself;
if we have strayed, do not turn away from us.
Ifwe have been vengeful, do not bear a grudge;
if we have rebelled, do not deem us traitors.
If we have been insolent, do not battle us;
if we have been quarrelsome, do not wipe us out.
If we have sunk to the depths, do not cause us to drown;
if we have fallen short, do not sweep us aside.
If we have done harm, do not harm us;
if we have acted with malice, do not recall it.
If we have been combative, do not upbraid us;
if we have done evil, do not cast us to the wind.
If we call upon You, do not push us aside;
if we are impure, do not abhor us.
If we approach You, do not disdain us;
if we have sinned, do not do away with us.

260 YOM KIPPUR « MORNING SERVICE * AMIDAH ~ PRAYERS OF FORGIVENESS

Some congregatlons omit Siihot In Shaharit and turn to Shma Koleinu, p. 262
[1rninK] arniax oK oK
AN K7 Y DX
A7Wn X9 133W oKX
A3 2712 1P DX
PN K7 12177 DX
Doyn X5 1pyy ox
Y10 X5 1yws DX
APRON K2 1My OX
oD X5 110 X
Jon X7 1mpa ox
A3R3 X9 31") DX
,ahYn K5 11%7 bx
11790 X2 1w/ ox
2700 K7 177 DX
JAIRUXLN XD WY DX
2iarn X5 n%an ox
Aiatn &Y 1271 DX
J12in KD 391 ox
RiTn X5 Ny ox
AN KD 2T DX
7Y3N K9 17Y3 OX
OXnn X7 11X3 DX
TAXN N7 1mpK ox

mr5o

IF WE HAVE ERRED DN
1°y3), The form of this
poem—with its repetitions,
meter, and reverse alpha-
betical acrostic—gives this
piyyut a decisive energy. So
does the use of the stron-
ger Hebrew expression N2
fo (“do not”) instead of the
more natural X af (which
would indicate a request,
“please do nor..."). The
poem contains central
themes of the S'lihah:
though we have sinned,
God's mercy will overcome
God's harsh judgment. The
Jast line incorporates the
word LY (ashamnu),
“we have sinned,” which is
the first word of the confes-
sion we are about to recite.

mmbo - y"Wwi NN - 1Ty nYsn - e oY inw 260


januh
Highlight

januh
Highlight

januh
Highlight

januh
Highlight


	Jan Uhrbach Sources 12 9 2024.pdf
	Jan Sources.pdf



