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How goodly are thy tents, O Jacob, thy dwellings, O Israel!
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MY A ITIY . for restoring my soul to
me. Upon awakening we feel that we have been
restored to life. Each day is a new beginning.

AOANK 7137 — You are faithful beyond measure.
This phrase is taken from Lamentations 3:22-23:
“The kindness of Adonai has not ended, His mer-
cies are not spent. They are renewed every morning
— You are faithful beyond measure.”

D" NY) ¥ — to rinse our hands. The first
formal blessing of the day. Ritual washing of the
hands, which is also done before partaking of
bread, is symbolic of purity. The Kohanim were
required to wash their hands (and feet) when
entering the sacred precinct to offer sacrifices
{(Exodus 30:19-21). Since we are to be a “kingdom
of priests and a holy nation” (Exodus 19:6), we too
follow similar practices that help us to achieve a
sense of sacredness, purity, and closeness to God,

apy ‘q’fg.j}( 12b M2 — How lovely are your
dwellings, people of Jacob. Numbers 24:5. This is
the first verse of a blessing pronounced by Balaam,
a pagan prophet, who was hired by Balak, king of
Moab, to curse Israel. However, Balaam blessed
them instead. The words are appropriate for recita-
tion when entering the synagogue since the Sages
interpreted the word “dwellings" as referring to
synagogues and houses of study (Sanhedrin 105h),
Five biblical verses have been brought together
here to create an appropriate prayer for the indi-
vidual to recite when entering the synagogue.

JTOM 372 K1 — As for me, O God. Psalm 5:8.
Another verse that speaks of coming to God’s
house. In the psalm the reference is to the Temple,
but each synagogue is also God's house, “a small
sanctuary” in rabbinic terminology.

NI R RIAK T — Adonai, 1 love Your

house. Psalm 26:8. Another verse speaking of the
Temple, the house of God.

BIRKHOT HA-SHAHAR
PRELIMINARY PRAYERS

Prayer begins in the home,
as we arise each morning with our acknowledgment
of God’s presence and compassion.

I am grateful lo You, living, enduring Sovereign,
for restoring my soul to me in compassion.
You are faithful beyond measure.

Upon ritual washing of hands:
Praised are You Adonai our God, who rules the universe,
instilling in us the holiness of mitzvot
by commanding us to rinse our hands,

¥ MAH TOVU

Upon entering the sanctuary:
Based on verses from NUMBERS and PSALMS
Mah tovu ohalekha Ya'akov, mishk’notekha Yisra-el.

Va'ani brov hasd’kha avo veitekha,
eshtahaveh el heikhal kodsh'kha b'yir-atekha,

Adonai, ahavti m'on beitekha, u-m’kom mishkan k'vodekha.

Va'ani eshtahaveh v’ekhra-ah, evr’khah lifnei Adonai osi.
Va'ani t'filati I'’kha, Adonai, et ratzon.
Elohim, b'rov hasdekha, aneni be’emet yish-ekha.

How lovely are your dwellings, people of Jacob,
your sanctuaries, descendants of Israel.

As for me, O God,

Your great love inspires me to enter Your house,
to worship in Your holy sanctuary,

filled with awe for You.

Adonai, 1 love Your house, the place of Your glory.
Before my Maker I humbly bow in worship.

May this be an auspicious time, Adonai, for my prayer.

Your love, O God, is great;
answer me with Your true deliverance.

.....................................................................

TMIORWK 1K1 — I humbly bow. Adapted from Psalm 95:6.
The original verse in the psalm is in the plural. Although
most of our public prayers, such as the Amidah, are phrased
in the plural to emphasize our collective responsibility, this
is a personal prayer. Therefore the verses selected are in the
first person singular and this verse (which is in the plural in
its original biblical setting) has been changed to the singular
to fit that pattern.

"I,'lt?E_!J'J "IXY — for my prayer. Psalm 69:14. Three of the
lines of this prayer begin with the word ani, “1,” emphasiz-

HA-SHAHAR

......................................................................

ing the personal nature of this prayer. We are part of the
people Israel and of all humanity, but each of us is also an
individual, with personal feelings and needs. Prayer enables
us to come before our Creator individually and to establish a
personal relationship with God.

79T 272 — Your love . .. is great. This same phrase is
found in the second line of this collection of verses. We
begin our day emphasizing the thought that hesed — love,
mercy, faithfulness — is the basic quality of God upon which
the world and all of human life is based.




NUMBERS 23:30

Balak, “Build me here seven altars, and have seven bulls and
seven rams ready for me here.” 30Bajak did as Balaam said:
he offered up a bull and a ram on each altar.

24 Now Balaam, seeing that it pleased God to bless
Israel, did not, as on previous occasions, go in search of
omens, but turned his face toward the wilderness. 2As
Balaam looked up and saw Israel encamped tribe by tribe,
the spirit of God came upon him. *Taking up his theme, he
said:

toward the wilderness Hebrew el ha-
steppes of Moab (22:1), where Isracl was encamp
the Jordan plain. The meaning here is clear: Rath
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midbar, synonymous with yeshimon (23:28) and the
ed (v. 2). Note also that Beth-jeshimoth (33:49) is in
er than timorously catching a glimpse of the edge of

the Israelite camp, Balaam now boldly steps forward so that he can see all of Israel.
The midrash associates midbar, “wilderness,” with Sinai, meaning that evil Balaam perniciously
recalled Israel’s apostasy of the golden calf (see the Targums and Excursus 56).

2. encamped tribe by tribe  Once Bala
Israel (23:20), he no longer needs to follow Balak’
lest the curse be ineffectual (see the Commen
encampment with impunity. Tradition interpret:
that they are not magical in purpose but are for p

am is convinced that God intends only blessing for
s precaution that he see only a portion of Israel (v.1)
t to 22:40). He can now view the entire Israelite
s the fact that Balak’s sacrifices are repeated to mean
redisposing the deity to the wishes of the petitioner.4

the spivit of God came #pon bim  The assumption here is that instead of seeking God in a
dream (22:9,20) or having God’s words “put into his mouth” (23:5,16), Balaam is now invested with
the divine spirit and falls into an €CStatic state (Vv. 3-4.),5 the mark of a prophet (11:25-29). “Spirit of
God” should be understood as “divine spirit,” as in Exodus 31:3 and 35:31, since in the narrative of this

chapter only the Tetragrammaton is used.

3-9.  Balaam introduces himself—now that he is invested with the divine spirit—as one
who is privy to God’s direct revelation. He compares Israel with well-watered trees and gardens,
whose king is mightier than Amalel’s Agag and whose divinely endowed leonine strength will crush
all its enemies and derer future aggressors. Indeed, not only is Israel blessed and not cursed but the
blessing and curse of others will be empowered to redound to those who utter them.® In the opening
and closing phrases of this third oracle, Balaam addresses Israc] directly for the first time (vv.3aa,b), a
fitting frame for the oracle. The mention of the Amalekite king (v. 7; see 1 Sam. 15:8; 2 Sam. 8:12) and

the crushing of Israel’s enemies (v. 8; see 2 Sam. 12:

31; 1 Chron. 20:13; Ps. 18:38—43) apparently refer to

the time of Kings Saul and David. This oracle is the climactic one: In the first, only God determines
blessing and curse (23:8); in the second, God’s blessing cannot be revoked (23:20); in this, the third,
those who bless or curse Israel will themselves be blessed or cursed.

3. Word of Balasam Hebrew ne um bil'am. A self-introduction would have been
expected at the beginning of a poem, notin its third stanza (e.g., 2 Sam. 23:1). However, in contrast to
the prior oracles, God does not this time “put words in his mouth” (see 23:5,16). Thus, Balaam can say
that these are truly his words; God has inspired the message, but it is he, Balaam, who has put it into
words.” The divine origin of his message is made explicit in the next verse, Similarly, King David, after
opening his poem with the same formula of selfiintroducrion (ne’um), also immediately identifies its
divine origin: “The word of David son of Jesse, the word of the man whom God raised up® . . . the
Spirit of the LorD has spoken through me, His message is on my tongue” (2 Sam. 23:1~2). Indeed, the
choice of ne’um for “word” is probably deliberate; it nearly always indicates a divine utterance.

son of Hebrew beno; see the Comment to 23:18.
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NUMBERS 24:4

Word of Balaam son of Beor,

Word of the man whose eye is true,
*Word of him who hears God’s speech,
Who beholds visions from the Almighty,
Prostrate, but with eyes unveiled:
SHow fair are your tents, O Jacob,
Your dwellings, O Israel!

6Like palm-groves that stretch out,
Like gardens beside a river,

Like aloes planted by the Lorp,

Like cedars beside the water;
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whose eye is true  Hebrew shetum ha-ayin.® Two other renderings have been suggested: (1)
“Whose eye is open,” the root sh-t-m in rabbinic Hebrew meaning “be open,”? supported by the
parallelism with “eyes unveiled” (v. 4) and by a medical text from Nimrud: “If someone falls to the
ground with his eyes wide open, he has been possessed by a gallu-demon.” (2) “Whose eye is closed”
(see Lam. 3:8), where shatam is equivalent to satam, “close™1; that is, Balaam was heretofore blind to
God’s revelation or he was actually physically blind, which would account for God’s having to open
his eyes to sec the angel.}? However, this latter interpretation faces the objection that in 22:41 and
23:13, Balaam had to see the Israelites in order to curse them, a fact that he confirms in his oracles in
23:9.

4. speech Perhaps the Hebrew words ve-yodea® da‘at “elyon, “who obtains knowledge
from the Most High” (see v. 16a8), should be inserted here (as in one manuscript) in order to balance
the verse.

beholds visions Hebrew mabazeh . . . yebezeh. The visions are really auditions, judging by
the frequent association of the root p-z-b with davar, “word,” as in Isaiah 2:1 and Amos 1:1 (also Mic.
r:1; cf. Hab. 1:1).

Almighty Hebrew shaddai (so rendered in the Septuagint), an ancient name for Israel’s
God. In Genesis 49:25 it is in parallelism with "e/; and according to a biblical tradition in Exodus 6:4,
the patriarchs knew Him only by this name. Its etymology is unknown. It may derive from Akkadian
$ad#i, which has two meanings: (1) “mountain” (the gods Asshur and Bel are called 5244 rabi, “great
mountain,” i.¢., almighty)? and, most likely, (2) “steppe” (analogous to Heb. sadeb, “field,” which in
14-cent. Ugarit was pronounced i#). The god of the Amurru in upper Mesopotamia (the homeland of
the patriarchs) was called ¢/ 5adé, “the Lord of the (Syrian) Steppe.”!* However, like the parallel form
el, “God,” it may not even be a proper name but a generic name for deity, god. Elsewhere too shaddai
is parallel with ’el/ “eloah, “deity” (Job s5:17; 6:4; 8:3,5; 9:7, etc.). In the Deir ‘Alla inscription (1.6; see
Excursus 60), shaddai, indeed, occurs in the plural, meaning “gods” (so also Job 19:29).

Prostrate  An act of acknowledgment of and homage to the presence of God, as in Genesis
17:3 and Joshua 5:14..15 Balaam remains in full possession of his faculties and testifies that he has seen
and heard; there is therefore no need to posit that he fell into a trance.?¢

but with eyes unveiled His eyes were either literally “opened” or, more likely, he was
figuratively “enlightened”; that is, he saw with his inner eye.?”

5. fair Hebrew tovy, thatis, “pleasing” as in Genesis 3:6, 24.:16, and Song of Songs 4.:10.18
p g g g

dwellings Hebrew mishkenotekba, plural of mishkan, “Tabernacle.” The term designates a
temporary structure, as indicated by its parallel, “tents.” Tradition refers “dwellings” to the Taber-
nacle and “tents” to the tent of the patriarch Jacob (Gen. 25:27)—the tent in which he prayed.2® The
midrash sees in this verse the ideal of the Jew in his home and synagogue, and for this reason it was
placed at the opening of the daily morning service.
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3ERS 24:7 773

"Their boughs drip with moisture, v‘;;m 6?7:.3"7{'? 7
Their roots have abundant water. D37 0°R3 ipn
Their king shall rise above Agag, i.l*st?f; ‘x;esp om
Their kingdom shall be exalted. 3o Rigam
'God who freed them from Egypt oravan yin by 8

6. Like palm-groves Its meaning in Arabic. Others render “canyons, wadis,” but then the
lush greenery intended by this verse would be missing,.

that stretch out  Hebrew nittayu. So Isracl’s tents appeared from the heights from which
Balaam beheld them. It has also been suggested that this word should be read natak v(h)w, “that the
Lord stretched out,” which would complement the next line in structure and rhythm.2° The name
yhw for the Tetragrammaton appears on an eighth-century ... stone bowl found at Kuntilet
‘Ajrud, so kilometers (30 mi.) south of Kadesh-barnea.

gardens beside a viver A reminder of the Garden of Eden as described in Genesis 2:10.

aloes Hebrew ‘abalim. A word play with “oholim, “tents” (v. 5). A sweet-smelling tree
whose sap is used as a perfume.?! It is an exotic plant not found in Israel and, hence, imported.

g e

cedars beside the waters  Since cedars grow on mountains and not by waters, the suggestion
has been made to transpose aloes and cedars, yielding: “Like cedars planted by the Lord,” exactly as in
Psalms 104.:16. But it is possible that “erez is generic for a variery of evergreens that do not bear fruit.
Such appears to be the case in Psalms 148:9. In rabbinic Hebrew a number of coniferous trees are
subsumed under this term.22

7. Their boughs Hebrew dalyav. The usual form of the plural is daliyotav, as in Jeremiah
19:13 and Ezekiel 17:7. Ibn Ezra and Shadal explain the image as that of trees (mentioned in the
previous verse) so drenched that their boughs drip water; that is, the vegeration will be watered from
above and below (sec Gen. 49:25). Rashi says that the form of the word is dual and can mean
“buckets.” The image would be of “Israel’s prosperity under the figure of 2 man returning from his
abundant springs with water dripping over the two full buckets carried over his shoulders.”?? In
support, Akkadian dalfi means “irrigate with water drawn from a well.”

drip Hebrew yizzal. The singular is used, although “water” is a plural, as in 19:13. Water is
a common metaphor for prosperity.24

Their roots Hebrew ve-zar’o. This word can be interpreted in two ways. It may be a
reference to posterity (see the translation) or taken literally as “roots.” The image tells us that “it was
beautiful in its . . . branches [daliyotar], because its stock stood by abundant waters” (Ezek. 31:7).
Since the antecedent is the coniferous tree of verse 6, the possibility also exists that “seed” could refer
to the cones borne by the branches, which, like its boughs, will also be drenched with water.?s

Their king ‘Thrice promised by God to the patriarchs (Gen. 17:6,16; 35:11).

Agag The king of Amalek in the time of Saul (see 1 Sam. 15:8).26 Amalek was Israel’s most
dreaded enemy during the time of Moses (e.g., Exod. 17:8-16; Deut. 25:17~18). Agag may remind the
poet of gag, “roof,” hence his wording “rise above Agag.”?” The Septuagint and Samaritan read
“Gog,” the legendary future antagonist of Israel mentioned in Ezekiel 38-39, thereby giving the oracle
an eschatological thrust.

Their kingdom shall be exalted Rashi says that this description applies to David rather than
to Saul, as the latter’s kingdom was under incessant Philistine harassment and domination. Indeed,
‘Targum Onkelos and Targum Jonathan render “taken away,” referring to the transfer of the kingdom
from Saul to David. Other versions give this line a messianic interpretation.?8

8. freed them?®

Is for them That is, Israel; see the Comment to 23:22.
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Psalms Chapter 5

T NIDMD-ONNEINT R

O IPR MM PN OIRN 2

DP9NN, PIR-D  O[INYZR--Y 2IP7 NPYRD A

MO¥NY,T-TIMN PR 93P YOYR P T

SITIMND NPNIYI NN IR ND 03 N
ARORYEDD DY PYY THY D097 130N )
P Y I DORT-YN

123237, TIND

“U2N-ON MOBYN ;TIP3 NI, TTON 39371 N
I3, T9TR

299 (WD) NN 57701V WRY-TIRTE MM MM ©
RER

;DY) MING-12P  : MIIN DIIP--MIN P93 PRI 0
PP, 007

:OPDNISYND 0 -DNON ,DIPUND N
JAI-D  --InpdTD DYV 23

Iy TOm - D77 73 001NV k) B
VOGN TN

ADIOYN 1IN KD POTY TIIN NPND B

1 For the Leader; upon the Nehiloth. A Psalm of David.
2 Give ear to my words, O LORD, consider my meditation.

3 Hearken unto the voice of my cry, my King, and my
God; for unto Thee do I pray.

4 O LORD, in the morning shalt Thou hear my voice; in
the morning will I order my prayer unto Thee, and will
look forward.

5 For Thou art not a God that hath pleasure in wickedness;
evil shall not sojourn with Thee.

6 The boasters shall not stand in Thy sight; Thou hatest all
workers of iniquity. :

7 Thou destroyest them that speak falsehood; the LORD
abhorreth the man of blood and of deceit.

8 But as for me, in the abundance of Thy
lovingkindness will I come into Thy house; I will bow
down toward Thy holy temple in the fear of Thee.

9 O LORD, lead me in Thy righteousness because of them
that lie in wait for me; make Thy way straight before my
face.

10 For there is no sincerity in their mouth; their inward part
is a yawning gulf, their throat is an open sepulchre; they
make smooth their tongue.

11 Hold them guilty, O God, let them fall by their own
counsels; {N}

cast them down in the multitude of their transgressions; for
they have rebelled against Thee.

12 So shall all those that take refuge in Thee rejoice, they
shall ever shout for joy, and Thou shalt shelter them; {N}
let them also that love Thy name exult in Thee.

13 For Thou dost bless the righteous; O LORD, Thou dost
encompass him with favor as with a shield. {P}




Psalms Chapter 26

PPN RN MIN-D --M NVIY :NT? N 1 [A Psalm] of David. Judge me, O LORD, for I
TYPNNT PINVA TN have walked in mine integrity, {N}
and I have trusted in the LORD without wavering.

222)°01P23 (N9 NONMY ;7PN NI OAN2 3 2 Examine me, O LORD, and try me; test my
reins and my heart.

JPRN2 PRIZONM OPY TN, TIP3 3 3 For Thy mercy is before mine eyes; and I have
walked in Thy truth.

NN ND DO DY) NIHODR-0Y PRAY-ND T 4 ] have not sat with men of falsehood; neither
will I go in with dissemblers.

AYN KD DYY)-DY) OVINODR PNV N 51 hate the gathering of evil doers, and will not sit
with the wicked.

M TNAR-NN NITONY 509219 P2 XD Y 6 I will wash my hands in innocency; so will I
compass Thine altar, O LORD,

DINDS-DD 907 NTINDP3 WY v 7 That I may make the voice of thanksgiving to be
heard, and tell of all Thy wondrous works.

JP22290, 090 ;7102 R SPIDR--MN? N 8 LORD, I love the habitation of Thy house,
and the place where Thy glory dwelleth.

N DRTIWN-OY) ;U9 DINVYN-OY YONN-IX Y 9 Gather not my soul with sinners, nor my life
with men of blood;

A0V IR, 0P NN DTN * 10 In whose hands is craftiness, and their right
hand is full of bribes.

RN TN MDA PN N> 11 But as for me, I will walk in mine integrity;
redeem me, and be gracious unto me.

I TN, DODDPNI R NTHY 223 3% 12 My foot standeth in an even place; in the
congregations will I bless the LORD. {P}




Psalms Chapter 95

AP MRY Ay e aEy b R 1 O come, let us sing unto the LORD; let us shout
for joy to the Rock of our salvation.

Jo g ,ninne TN o AnTel 2 2 Let us come before His presence with
thanksgiving, let us shout for joy unto Him with
psalms.

D07 TIR-D2-5Y 99 Ty s R tR D 2 3 For the LORD is a great God, and a great King
above all gods;

Joomanieying YIR-TRNN TR W T 4 In whose hand are the depths of the earth; the
heights of the mountains are His also.

2T NI Wy R Lo R T 5 The sea is His, and He made it; and His hands
formed the dry land.

Y TI-Rh TR STV AW AR Y 6 O come, let us bow down and bend the knee;
let us kneel before the LORD our Maker;

ST IREYLIMYI0 OV U T IR R D T 7 For He is our God, and we are the people of His
Jypwn Y pa-ox 0 pasture, and the flock of His hand. {N}
To-day, if ye would but hearken to His voice!
N2 ,a9n 0 (3D ,0933% Wpn-hR 1 8 'Harden not your heart, as at Meribah, as in the
day of Massah in the wilderness;
SPUDIRD-03 01N DPONIAR ,ONe1 WR B 9 When your fathers tried Me, proved Me, even
though they saw My work.
;072379 P OY,MNY -T2 VPR L, OV 0 10 For forty years was I wearied with that
MNTWT-RT oM generation, and said: It is a people that do err in
their heart, {N}

and they have not known My ways;

SNTIR-DR PR C-AR 35K CAYAY-IYR R 11 Wherefore I swore in My wrath, that they
should not enter into My rest.' {P}
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Psalms Chapter 69

1 For the Leader; upon Shoshannim. [A Psalm] of David.
2 Save me, O God,; for the waters are come in even unto the soul.

3 I am sunk in deep mire, where there is no standing; {N}
I am come into deep waters, and the flood overwhelmeth me.

4 1 am weary of my crying; my throat is dried; mine eyes fail while I wait for
my God.

5 They that hate me without a cause are more than the hairs of my head; {N}
they that would cut me off, being mine enemies wrongfully, are many; should I
restore that which I took not away?

6 O God, Thou knowest my folly; and my trespasses are not hid from Thee.

7 Let not them that wait for Thee be ashamed through me, O Lord GOD of

hosts; {N}
let not those that seek Thee be brought to confusion through me, O God of
Israel.

8 Because for Thy sake I have borne reproach; confusion hath covered my
face.

9 I am become a stranger unto my brethren, and an alien unto my mother's
children.

10 Because zeal for Thy house hath eaten me up, and the reproaches of them
that reproach Thee are fallen upon me.

11 And I wept with my soul fasting, and that became unto me a reproach.
12 I made sackcloth also my garment, and I became a byword unto them.

13 They that sit in the gate talk of me; and I am the song of the drunkards.

14 But as for me, let my prayer be unto Thee, O LORD, in an acceptable
time; O God, in the abundance of Thy mercy, {N}
answer me with the truth of Thy salvation.

15 Deliver me out of the mire, and let me not sink; let me be delivered from
them that hate me, and out of the deep waters.

16 Let not the waterflood overwhelm me, neither let the deep swallow me up;

{N}

and let not the pit shut her mouth upon me.

17 Answer me, O LORD, for Thy mercy is good; according to the multitude of
Thy compassions turn Thou unto me.

18 And hide not Thy face from Thy servant; for I am in distress; answer me
speedily.
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20 Part One
I. VERSES RECITED ON ENTERING THE SYNAGOGUE

An Introductory Note:

In his commentary on the Shulchan Aruch (Magen Avraham,
46.1), R. Abraham Gombiner rules: “Before commencing his morning
devotions, one should accept upon himself to fulfill the mitzvah of
‘And you shall love your neighbor as yourself.””” Among the practices
observed by the Ari (R. Isaac Luria) listed in the Sha’arei Zion, this
one is mentioned: “Before a person begins to pray, and especially in
the morning, he should accept upon himself the obligation to fulfill
this mitzvah: ‘And you shall love your neighbor as yourself.” In this
way his prayer, included among the prayers of all Israel, will ascend,
and so be able to reach aloft, and be effective and successful” (Lublin
ed. [1922], p. 118). \

Kabbalistic doctrine connects our relationship to our fellow man
with our relationship to God, and indicates the importance of group
participation in rendering prayer effective. Although our ritual seems
to accord no explicit recognition to this practice, it is nevertheless
fitting to stress this principle as being basic to our engaging in prayer.

The Siddur of R. Amram Gaon has already taken it for granted
that certain verses should be recited upon the worshipper’s entry into
the synagogue, that he should say: “How goodly are your tents,
O Jacob; your dwelling places, O Israel (Num. 24.5). As for me,
in the abundance of Your lovingkindness, will I come into Your
house; I will bow toward Your holy Temple in awe of You” (Ps. 5.8).
For leaving the synagogue, this Siddur ordains the recital of (Ibid.
v. 9): “O Lord, lead me in Your righteousness because of them that
lie in wait for me; make Your way straight before my face” (ed.
AL. Frumkin, Part II, p. 204). The Machzor Vitri lists eight
preliminary verses (see ed. S. Horowitz, p- 56).

Our editions of the Siddur contain six verses, one of which is
recited twice: (1) Ps. 5.8; (2) Num. 24.5; (3) Ps. 5.8; (4) Ps.
26.8; (5) Ps. 95.6, although in this last instance the plural of the
original has been changed into the singular, to adapt the verse for
individual recitation; (6) Ps. 69.14.

In his Randbemerkungen zum Tiglichen Gebetbuche (Berlin,
1909), R. Abraham Berliner explains why one verse (Ps. 5.8) appears
twice: “The praises uttered upon entering the synagogue, the first
of which is ‘And as for me...” (Ps. 5.8), are not only recited as one
first enters, but also after one has come inside. There is a specific
purpose in this. According to the Geonim (quoted in Sefer Hapardes,
Laws of Shabbath, Chap. 99), this verse, comprised of ten words,
was selected for counting the worshippers, to determine whether the
quorum for group prayer was present. Here is the explanation of
the astonishing fact that even in contemporary editions of the Siddur,
this same verse appears twice” (p. 11).

Objections were raised to the recital of the verse, “How goodly
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are your tents.” R. Abraham Berliner observes (ibid.) that “R.
Solomon Luria vehemently protested against its recital, in his responsa,
since it was originally uttered by Balaam, an idolater.” The Talmud,
however, regards the verse as applying to synagogues and houses of
Torah study (Sanhedrin 108b).

As for the three expressions: “I will worship, and how down; I
will bend the knee,” R. Zeev Yaavetz points to the Yalkut Shim’oni
(Ps. 852) which takes them to apply to the three daily services
respectively (Siddur Avodath Halevavoth).

In endeavoring to discover the structure of this set of five verses,
we must first bear in mind that three begin with the word va-ani
(“And as for me”). Once the worshipper has duly acclaimed the
significance of the synagogue, he proceeds in the next sentence to
express his appreciation of the Divine mercy through which it is
possible for him to come to the synagogue altogether: “As for me,
in the abundance of Your lovingkindness will I come into Your
house.” Thereafter he becomes filled with love for the synagogue.
“0 Lord, I love the habitation of Your house” and so “I will worship
and bow down; I will bend the knee.” The concluding verse consists
of two petitions; that the time be propitious for prayer and that
God in the abundance of His lovingkindness grant the worshipper’s
request. “As for me, may my prayer unto You, O Lord, be in an
acceptable time; O God in the abundance of Your lovingkindness,
answer me with Your sure salvation.”

II. TWO MEDIEVAL HYMNS OF PRAISE

Beside the various chapters of the Psalms, our liturgy also eontains
songs or hymns (Piyyutim ) composed in the Middle Ages, among
these: Yigdal, Adon Olam, An’im Zemiroth, Mda’oz zur. Biblical
poetry is distinguishable mainly by its use of parallelism; medieval
poetry, on the other hand, is rhymed and sometimes even has meter.

{1} Yigdal

In his monumental Thesaurus of Medigeval Hebrew Poetry,
the basic reference work in the field, Israel Davidson has subjected
all conjectures on the identity of the author of the poem to critical
examination. He has come to the conclusion that “after all has been
said, we must perforce accept the evidence of the manuscript and
ascribe this piyyut to Daniel b. Yehudah (Italy, e. 1300), even
though he is not known to have been a composer of piyyutim™
(Vol. 11, No. 195, pPp. 266-267).

As for the meter of the hymn, each line consists of two tenu’oth
(a tenu’ah consists of a vowelled consonant which may or may not
be followed by a consonant with a sheva nach) followed by a yathed
{a consonant pointed with sheva na’ preceding the vowelled consonant,
which in turn may or may not be followed by a consonant ‘with
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Balak, Numbers 22:2-25:9
The Torah: A Modern Commentary, pp. 1,173—1,194; Revised Edition, pp. 1,047-1,067
Haftarah, Micah 5:6-6:8

Curses and Blessings
Lesley Silverstone

FOCAL POINT | T1{711 1712

How fair are your tents, O Jacob,
Your dwellings, O israel!
(Numbers 24:5)

D'VAR TORAH| 119 127

Each morning, as we enter the santuary, we hear the famous verse from Parashat Balak, often sung to a
beautiful melody: Mah fovu ohalecha Yaakov, mishk’notecha, Yisrael, “How fair are your tents, O Jacob, your
dwellings, O Israel.” This prayer is part of the Birchot HaShachar, the “Morning Blessings,” and consists of
several biblical verses that express worshipers’ joy at coming into the sanctuary and their reverence for the
Divine Presence.

The parashah tells the story of Balak, king of Moab, and Balaam, a sorcerer. When Balak sees the Israelites’
victory over the Amorites, he is alarmed. Fearing that the Israelites are too powerful to defeat in battle, he sends
for Balaam and instructs him to curse the Israelites. At first, God forbids Balaam to accept this mission, but later
God allows him to go if he agrees to obey God’s commands.

In Moab, Balaam tells Balak to build him seven altars. Balak does as Balaam bids, and they sacrifice a bull and
a ram on each altar. Then Balaam speaks with God and proceeds to bless Israel. Enraged, Balak takes Balaam
to two other places and repeats the sacrificial process each time. But in each place, when Balaam opens his
mouth to curse the people of Israel, only blessings emerge.

Why did God prevent Balaam from cursing the israelites? Why was it necessary to turn the curse into a
blessing? According to Nehama Leibowitz, “Some commentators suggest that this was done to teach Balaam a
lesson, that he was not his own master. No magic rites (build me seven altars, etc.) could prevail over the
Supreme Master. He had no choice but to utter the words the Almighty had put into his mouth” (Nehama
Leibowitz, Studies in Bamidbar [Jerusalem: Haomanim Press, 1981}, p. 304).

Another reason for God’s turning the curses into blessings was to benefit Israel. Since the Israelites grew up in
Egypt, where there was considerable superstition and sorcery, they might take Balaam's curses seriously and
be demoralized. They might also feel uplifted by his blessings. Joseph ibn Kaspi compares God to a friend: "A
true friend will spare his friend mental anguish and concern, even-ifhe:knows no.danger will ensue’ (ibid., p.
304). ' T L '
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Isaac Abravanel, a fifteenth-century commentator, also suggests that God was concerned for Israel's safety. He
states, “Had Balaam cursed Israel, the surrounding nations would have plucked up the courage and gone to do
battle with Israel on the strength of his curses. But when they heard how God had turned them into blessings,
they would then realize who was Master . . . and would lose all desire to fight His people. From this point of
view, the turning of Balaam's words into blessing served a very useful purpose” (ibid., p. 305).

Finally, according to Yalkut Me'am Lo’ez, “Balaam did not have it in his power either to bless or o curse. The
blessing was redundant—God had already blessed—and the curse was ineffective. Why then did God prevent
him from cursing? Because having foreseen Israel's future sins and punishments, God did not want the nations
to say, ‘It was Balaam's curse that caused it,” (quoted in The Torah: A Modern Commentary, Revised Edition,
ed. W. Gunther Plaut [New York: URJ Press, 2005}, p. 1,066).

It's important to note that “among ancient and primitive peoples, a curse was more than an expressed wish for
evil, it was also considered a method of translating such harmful efforts into reality” (ibid., p. 1,061). The
Babylonians believed in the power of curses and relied on professional sorcerers to curse their enemies before
battle. The Israelites also believed in curses. Even God was troubled by Balaam’s potential actions and decided
to compel him to bless the people instead. In this way, the Torah reflects the serious nature of pronouncing
curses and blessings.

When we hear Mah Tovu during the worship service, it reminds us of Balaam'’s blessings of the Israelites. We
often come to services with much on our minds—the stresses of the day, our worries, the tragic events in the
world. As a resuit, we might think of cursing. May we be like Balaam and hear God’s words so that we, too, may
turn our curses into blessings.

BY THE WAY | 23X 77

+ Balaam praised the tents of Jacob because the arrangement of the entrances made it impossible for a
family to see inside the tents of others, showing respect for privacy. This became the source for the ruling
that one may not build a door directly opposite the door of a neighbor or make a window in line with a
neighbor's window. (Babylonian Talmud, Bava Batra 60a)

o How goodly are your tents, O Jacob, and your dwelling places, O Israel . . . “Your tents"—your external
appearance must be that of Jacob, a lower level, while “your dwelling places”—your interior—must be of
the level of Israel. (Ba'al Shem Tov, cited in Aharon Yaakov Greenberg, Torah Gems, vol. 3 [Tel Aviv: Y.
Orenstein, Yavneh Publishing House, 1998], p. 128)

e According to the Rabbinic interpretation, the ‘tents’ are the ‘tents of Torah’, and the ‘tabernacles’ (lit.
‘homes’) are the Synagogues. There loomed up before Balaam's mental vision the school-houses and
synagogues which have ever been the source and secret of Israel’s spiritual strength. (Pentateuch and
Haftorahs, ed. J.H. Hertz [London: Soncino Press, 1950], p. 678)

¢ The rest of the Mah Tovu prayer is composed of a number of verses from Psalms: Psalms 5:8, 26:8, and
69:14. (Lesley Silverstone)

YOUR GUIDE | ‘711

1. What are the biessings in your life?

— w2~ How do you turn your curses into blessings?

L naGRoe
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] ANATOMY OF BLESSING

In this chapter we follow Balaam’s ascent from common sorcerer to
a prophet “who hears the words of God” and may note how these
changes in his character and mood are reflected in the preparations
attending each poetic effusion of his. His first endeavours are
directed at invoking divine aid through magical means,’ striving to
accommodate the divine will to his interests rather than to achieve
closer communion with Him. Only after the first two perorations in
which he blessed Israel against his will, his tongue being bridled by
the Almighty, did he leave all his wiles and whole-heartedly give
himself up to the divine prophetic urge:

P87W2°nR 137 0 Py ato 23 oyha R
LYM NRIR? DYDITDYD) 127°KY)

1138 I3TRTOR nwn

PRIY? W PRITIR X PPy ng yya K
(IR B YRy am

And when Balaam saw that it pleased the Lord to bless Israel,
he went not, as at the other times, to meet with enchantments,
but he set his face toward the wilderness.
And Balaam lifted up his eyes, and he saw Israel dwelling tribe
by tribe;
and the spirit of God came upon him. v

(24, 1—2)

Let us compare here the content of Balaam’s three poetic musings

290

Anatomy of blessing

regarding Israel. (1) Numbers 23, 7—10; (2) 18—24; (3) 24, 5—9.

The first blessing of Balaam constitutes a prologue in which the
prophet introduces his theme and mission. He has been charged with
a mission and he explains what a mortal king has demanded of him
and what, in contrast, the King of Kings, the Almighty, desires of
him. But he is not only prevented from cursing by the promptings of
the divine spirit, but also by the spectacle of the holy people itself
spread out before him. He is forced to appreciate their unique
character in spite of himself, as Rashi observes:

DMIR IR IR DWW RYINGY ORI Y3000 MK NRIR DTN WK 07
NIRRT MR P %Y 19 Myan o s opim oriorn

“For from the top of the rocks I see him, and from the hills 1 behold him”:1
look at their beginnings and their first origins and see them firmly founded
and as strong as these rocks and hills through their forefathers.

Balaam was impressed by the historic continuity of the Jewish
people, the vigour and firm foundations of its traditions initiated by
the Patriarchs and Matriarchs.

In his second blessing Balaam replies to the arguments- and
importunings of the king who had engaged his services, countering
Balak’s indignant ranting:

oy mp
703 D33 ) PANRY "X 2Py

What hast thou done unto me? — I took thee to curse mine
enemies, and, behold, thou hast blessed them with a

vengeance!
(23, 11

Balaam in his retort no longer addresses Balak by his kingly title
as at the beginning, neither quotes his sovereign orders, but merely

291
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And their soul shall be as a watered garden,
and they shall not pine any more at all.
(Jeremiah 31, 11)

The plants and the water similes are followed by a reference to
fragrant spices:

G Rl )

As the tree of aloes which the Lord hath planted
(24, 6)

which led naturally to the association of the divine planting of a
garden at the creation of the world:

L TIV2 73 DUTOR N Yem
Lo TIRYRY TRNY TYTYR NRIRTIR 079K N nny

And the Lord God planted a garden... in Eden...
And out of the ground made the Lord God to grow every tree

that is pleasant to the sight...
(Genesis 2, 8—10)

The prophet after recalling the pristine purity of the perfect world
in the Garden of Eden proceeds to dwell on the theme of abundance.
But we are not treated here to a description of artificial riches,
palaces, urban magnificence, but rather to natural abundance of
fields and vineyards.

The blessing then abruptly switches to another aspect of good —
that which emerges from the freedom of the people from bondage
and its impending conquest of the land. The people stand on the
threshold of gaining their patrimony and aspire to inherit a fertile and
well watered land, each man under his vine and fig tree. The final

294
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verse conjures up a picture of peace using the figure of the lion _“
down to rest. This same blessing is referred to directly and withi¢
recourse to figurative illustration in the blessing at the end
Leviticus: P

783 o2y onnp
IR K} DRI

And I will give peace in the land,
and ye shall lie down, and none shall make you afraid. ..
(Leviticus 26, 6)

This is indeed a universal aspiration expressed in modern nmlm:,on
as the “freedom from fear”. But the blessing does not conclude with
this negative assurance of security against.sudden &mc:g:oo but
rather on the positive note of perfect blessing for all who bless m s,lin
accordance with the divine promise to Abraham: T .

TaR2 1738
IRR 170m
IR nswn Y 93 Lacil

i

And I will bless them that bless thee, ,

and him that curseth thee will T curse;

and in thee shall all the families of the earth be Emmmnn..
(Genesis 12,

These same sentiments are repeated in the following words 3\
of the last in the line of the Hebrew prophets, Zechariah (8,
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BRETTLER (BIBLE)

Y“How wonderful are Your tents” From
the third prophecy of Balaam (Num.
24:5), and an introduction to a mosaic
of Bible verses taken to refer to the
synagogue. In its biblical context,
“tents” and “abodes” denote the Israelite
encampment. In the singular, they refer
specifically to the Tabernacle (the
mishkan) in the wilderness and thus
serve as an appropriate reference for a
prayer upon entering the synagogue.

2] [va'ani] by Your great love, enter”
From Psalm 5:8, a lament asking God to
let the worshiper pray at the
Temple. The word “I” pre-
dominates, as it comes first in
the sentence. Stylistically, three
of the five verses here begin
with  vaani, emphasizing
intense personalism.  , 52)

DORFF (TueoLoGY)

Y'How wonderful are Your
tents” It is hard to enter a
space where we meet other
people, let alone where we
meet God. Our opening
prayer thus piles on synonyms for
places of worship (“tents,” “abodes,”
“house,” “holy shrine,” “house of
dwelling,”) to makes us feel (. 52

ELLENSON (MoDERN LITURGIES)

Y“How wonderful are Your tents” As a
prayer for private recitation upon
entering the synagogue, this has been a
staple element in virtually all liberal

FRANKEL (A WoMaN's VOICE)

Y“How wonderful are Your tents” How
peculiar that we Jews begin our
morning prayers by reciting the blessing
forced from the mouth of the pagan
prophet Balaam by divine fiat! For
when the Moabite king Balak
commanded Balaam to curse the
Israelites who were threatening to
overrun his territory, Balaam found
himself compelled to bless them
instead. Perhaps we are to take this as
an object lesson, surrendering ourselves
to praise God whether we will it or not.

(. 53)

A. ENTERING THE SYNAGOGUE: MAH Tovu
[Upon entering the synagogue:]

"How wonderful are Your tents, Jacob, Your abodes,
Israel! 21, by Your great love, enter Your house, and
bow down reverently before Your holy shrine.
3 Adonai, | love Your house of dwelling, the abode of
Your glory. 41 will humbly bow down low before
Adonai, my Maker.

J. HOFFMAN (TRANSLATION)

V“How wonderful” The Hebrew word
mah, though literally “what,” is
commonly used the way we use “how”
in English, and so it can start an
exclamation (as here), not just a
question. (“What good are Your tents?”
is obviously wrong.) ‘

As for “wonderful”: Others,
“goodly” or “good.” “Great” is
tempting, too. The Hebrew word
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2L, by Your great love” We purposely
put “I” first in this and two following
lines, as in the Hebrew. But the Hebrew
lines are taken out of context. In their
original context, the “I” is included for
contrast. In this case (taken from Ps.
5:8), the context is: “An [evil] man is
abhorrent to God, but I, by Your great
love....” Out of context, the “I” in
Hebrew could mean “I am the one
who....”

2“Reverently”  More literally,

“revering You” or “with reverence for
You.”

[Upon entering the synagogue:]
72 VIRY DX PSR 3Py TN v ma!
TR P20 SR mOnwR APl XX 700
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3“House of dwelling” The point
seems to be to create a parallel between
the first line (which is the beginning of
Balaam’s famous blessing to Israel) and
the Temple. So here we have bayiz, a
reference to the Temple, in parallel with
‘tent,” but also (above) heikhal
kodsh’kha (“holy shrine”), a similar
term, and et ratsom, a reference to
proper  sacrificial  times  (later
generalized to times of prayer t00).

Below, we find mishkan [Fvodekha]
(“abode [of Your glory]”) in parallel
with “abode,” above. Admittedly, (. 59

‘customarily begins by draping==%

L. HOFFMAN (HistoRry)

IN ITSELE, THE BIRKHOT HASHACHAR IS
PREPARATORY TO THE REST OF THE
MORNING SERVICE. IT BEGINS, HOWEVER,
WITH ITS OWN INTERNAL PREPARATION,
CONSISTING OF: MAH TOVU (4 PRAYER
FOR ENTERING THE SYNAGOGUE); PRAYERS
FOR PUTTING ON TALLIT AND T FILLIN;
AND TWO MORNING POEMS, ADON OLAM
AND YIGDAL.

“How wonderful are Your tents” Fine
irony accompanies the prayer that is
said upon arriving at synagogue: a line
from the biblical story of Baalam
(Num. 24:5), an idolatrous
prophet hired by King
Balak, Israel’s enemy, to
curse the Israelites (.59

KusHNER & POLEN
(CHASIDISM)
V“How wonderful [mah tovu]
are Your tents, Jacob” Karen
oy Kushner once offered the
following observation.
These are the words of the
non-Jewish prophet Balaam, while
overlookinging encamped tribes of
Israel spread out below him. In its
biblical context (Num. 24:5), Balaam
must be speaking what amounts to a
poem of praise, as if to say, “All the Jews
are together, and the scene is wonderful
to behold.” Now we see why Mah Tovu
occurs at the very beginning of the
morning liturgy. We should understand
its imagery in light of what is physically
happening in the sanctuary at the time
of its recitation. Everyone is putting on

his or her tallit. And thiS';i;ual_._:
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PREPARATION FOR PRAYER

°| offer my prayer to You, Adonai, at
this time of favor, God, in Your great
mercy: answer me with Your saving
truth.

Y MaR2 1y TI007113

BRETTLER (BipLr)

3 Adonai, I love Your house of dwelling” Psalm 26:8, another lament, requesting
God’s help based on the worshiper’s past piety, namely, he loved going to the Temple.

44T will humbly bow down low” A modification of Psalm 95:6, but with tense and
person changed to fit the context.

> T offer my prayer” A final lament (Ps. 69:14) that transitions the worshiper from
the setting of prayer (Temple/synagogue) and ancillary rituals (bowing) to the core
issue: prayer and its efficacy. It also echoes God’s “love” (chesed) of verse 2.

————

DORFF (TuroLoay)

at home. Still, it is not our home, but God’s, a frightening possibility, perhaps. So the -
possessive pronouns are given in the second person, “Your,” not the third person, “His,”
to indicate that even God can be addressed familiarly.

The many houses of worship listed here suggest also that the accidental features of
this specific “house” for prayer matter less than what takes place there. And what is
that? “T enter Your house” that “I love.” There “I will bow down low before Adonai,
my Maker.” I will also “offer my prayer,” hoping that it is “at this time of favor,” and
that “[You will] answer me with Your saving truth.” The verbs, then, describe the process
of prayer, and its purpose—to acknowledge God’s dominion, to praise God for the gifts
in our lives, and to pray for deliverance from the many things and conditions that limit
us. We trust that our prayers at a “time of favor” will help us do what is necessary to
experience God’s deliverance.

Judaism prefers communal worship because, as the Rabbis see it (Ber. 53a; R.H.
32b; Meg. 27b), “A numerous people is the glory of the king” (Prov. 14:28)—-meaning
that since public prayer gives more honor to God, it will likely be more effective than
private prayer. The Talmud, therefore, interprets a “time of favor,” as a “time of public
worship” (Ber. 8a), and most prayers refer to worshipers in the plural, as part of a




_SEcTION 1.

yoms s

community. Here, however, all the verbs are in the first person singular: 7 will “enter
Your house” that “/love”; 7 “will bow down low” and “offer my prayer to You” there;
and / hope that You “answer me with Your saving truth.” Our first morning prayer thus
teaches us that we begin our communal journey as individuals. As Martin Buber held,
we must recognize our own unique “I” before entering into a relationship with a

“Thou”—whether with God or with other human beings.

——

ELLENSON (MobEery Lituraies)

Einhorn (Olath Tamid) offered it in German only. Geiger, UPB, Mordecai Kaplan
(1963 edition of the Reconstructionist Dasly Prayer Book), the Dutch Tow Lhodoz, and
the British Liberal Siddur Lev Chadash supply an additional introductory paragraph,
“At the dawn I seek You,” a Sephardi poem by eleventh-century Solomon Ibn Gabirol.

———

FRANKEL (A WoMAN's VOICE)

In this prayer, we assume a posture of humility as we prepare to enter the physical and
spiritual dwelling-place of God’s kdushah (“holiness”). No fewer than six synonyms for
“place” are found within this short paragraph: obe! (“tent”), reminiscent of the ohel
mo'ed, the Tent of Meeting that housed the ark in the desert; mishban (“dwelling-
place”), the term used for the portable Tabernacle; bayit (“house”), an intimate domestic
space sheltering families from the elements; heikhal (“palace”), the abode of a king;
mon (“refuge”), where wild beasts seek safety from predators; and makom (“place”), one
of the many names of God, omnipresent in our lives and experience. We begin our
formal worship by orienting ourselves in space, for if we are disoriented, we will fail to
direct our prayers with appropriate kavvanah (“direction”) and miss the mark.

We get not only spatial markers to prepare our entry into the place of prayer, but

emotional compass points as well. Into this special place we are to bring with us yirab
(“reverence”) and abavah (“love”), as well as humility (through bowing) and blessing
(in returning to God what we receive). In assuming these different postures, each
placing us in a different relationship to God—as subject, peer, and benefactor—we
prepare ourselves to enter the full experience of prayer, wherever it takes us.
And yet, despite all this preparation, we also acknowledge that our success in this
venture will depend on more than our will or willfulness. We end our prelude—as we
began it—with an appeal for chesed (“unconditional love”). For no matter how hard we
try to adopt an appropriate attitude to prayer, no matter how ready we think we are to
express our gratitude and praise, we will always fall short because we lack emer yishekha,
that “redemptive truth” that only God can risk.

———

T, T
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PREPARATION FOR PRAYER

J. HOFFMAN (TRANSLATION)

“house of dwelling” doesnt mean much more than house. But we lack sufficient words
for “house” in English (“residence,” “berth,” “pad,” etc., all miss the mark).

3 Abode of Your glory” More literally, “plaée of the abode of Your glory.”

“Humbly bow down low” Three words in Hebrew each meanine “bow” are used in
) g
[ » .
a row here. The last comes from the root that also means “bless,” and so an alternative
here is “bow down low and offer blessing.”

>T offer my prayer to You” See Volume 4, Seder Kriat Haroral (The Torah Service),
p. 69.

—_———

L. HorrMmAaN (History)

on the eve of battle. On a cliff overlooking the Israelite camp, however, he is unable to
curse them. Instead, he says, “How wonderful are Your tents, Jacob....” The Rabbis
understand “tents” to mean “synagogues,” promptin them to reinterpret Balaam’s
ynagog p pting P
messages: How wonderful are our s nagogues!
g ynagog

2T, by Your great love” Manuscripts rell fascinating tales. A scribe of Machzor Vizry,
the primary French medieval prayer manual, accentuates this sentence, by writing it in
especially large script. Since it conraings ten Hebrew words, Jews used it to establish the
presence of a minyan (a quorum of ten) for prayer, Believing (as many do, even now)
that pointing to people attracts the “evil eye,” they had each individual recite one of
the words of the sentence. When the last word was reached, they knew ten people had
gathered.

—_—
KUSHNER & POLEN (CHASIDISM)

watching it (from above) however, all those Jews would appear to have literally made
their own personal tents! “Hov wonderful are Your tents, Jacob!”
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BALAK 261

3

On the verse: “"HoOw goodly are you

dwelling places, O Israel!” (Num.

¢ tents, O Jacob, your
94:5). Holiness follows Is-

rael wherever they may be, as Scripture says: "n every place

where 1 cause My name to be mentioned, I's
Now the Land of Israel and the

you and bless you” (Ex. 20:21}

Temple have 2 permanent and unique relations

hall come unto

hip with the

Jewish people. This is referred to in “your dwelling-places, O
Israel.” But wherever else Israel happen to be, even in a tem-

porary way, there, too, ho
lowing verse reads:]

liness is revealed to them. [The fol-
wLike streams that flow,” for the

wellsprings of Torah indeed flow with them wherever they
dwell. This is why Scripture refers here to Jacob, who wan-
dered outside the Land. The same was true in the wilderness,

when they had not yet entered the Land. . ..

4:163f.

Offered in 1896, the very year when Theodor Herzl's T he Jew-
ish State was published, the Sefat Emet here ds elsewhere i1

these teachings is seekin

g to confirm d hasidic point of view

on the Holy Land and the Jews’ relationship to it. Ger was 111

fact less opposed to Zionism than were maiy

groups, and a number of its follow
en the two world wars. But this sermon

ile Israel and the Jand are indeed spir-

Land of Israel betwe
makes it clear that wh

other hasidic
ers were to settle in the

itually bound together, holiness is found in the temporary
“tents” of Jacob in Poland and elsewhere as well as in the per-
manent «dwelling-places” of Israel in Jerusalem or on the

Temiple Mount.

.. Tt is taught that “the broken

the gift God gave us was not fo

ready to receive that gift, it was

tablets lie in the Ark.” surely
r naught. If we were not yet
hidden away in the Ark.
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' BALAK

- (ontemporary Reflection

IN THE MIDST of our book of wander-
ing, we read of how a Moabite sover-

eign engages a seer from a distant land

in the hopes of cursing and thus defeat-
ing the Israelites. In the central irony of 2 fanciful tale
that opens with “[he] saw” (22:2), neither King Balak
nor his hireling Balaam are able to “see” the Israelites.
Balaam and Balak position and re-position themselves
in an attempt to assess the multitude thar “hides the
earth from view” (22:5). The two travel from point to
point without gaining the perspective they seek.

Only when the Holy One opens his eyes can
Balaam see more than a portion of the people he has
been sent to curse: He sees the tents that are the
homes and the gathering places of the women, chil-
dren, and men who live as a community marked by
care and mutual respect. Seemingly stunned by his
newfound perspective on the Israelite compound,
Balaam describes the people in language thar evokes
Eden: “Like palm-groves that stretch out, / Like gar-
dens beside a river, / Like aloes planted by mm, / Like
cedars beside the water; / Their boughs drip with
moisture, / Their roots have abundant water” (24:6—).
Have the eyes of the desert diviner cleared sufficiently
s0 that he can see a people who one day would have
the power to make the desert bloom? Do his words
reflect dreams of cities with palm-lined boulevards and
garden neighborhoods that would, in the future, chal-
lenge and transform the arid landscape?

For a moment, Balaam sees a community as it can
be: a society of mutual dependence and trust, a com-
munity where each person is treated with dignity, and
he exclaims: Mah tovu obalecha, Yaakov | mishtk note-
tha, Yisrael (“How fair are your tents, O Jacob, / Your
dWellings, O Israel”; '24:5). But when Balaam extends

his description, the utopian vision fades, and the

people become just like any other who seek domina-
tion over their foes. He concludes, “Blessed are they
who bless you, / Accursed they who curse you!” (24:9).
As in the beginning of this portion, the world is di-
vided into two: those who seek to maintain power,
and those who attempt to usurp it—the victors and
the vanquished, the blessed and the cursed.

The conduding .stdry of this portion (25:1~9)
illustrates the tragedy of seeing the world dichoto-
mized in this way. Exhausted from a journey that
seems to have no end, the Israelite men forgetr who

e

Let's move beyond the dichotomous thinking
that blinded Balaam in this portion.

they are. They forget their privileged relationship with
the One who brought them out of slavery. -

Balaam’s recognition of Israel’s goodness has be-
come part of our liturgy known as the Mah rovu (lit-
erally “how good are”): Mah rovu ohalecha, Yaakov /
mishk notecha, Yisrael (“How fair are your tents, O
Jacob, / Your dwellings, O Israel™). The Rabbis who
created our liturgy recognized the power of this sen-
tence, and so they intentionally positioned it as the
opéning of a daily prayer sequence tha fixes the indi-
vidual in the context of the community of Israel. They
expand Balaam’s blessing with four verses from Psalms
written in the first person. In so doing, they enable
each worshipper to claim a place as a member of the
collective,

1, through Your abundant love, enter Your house;
I bow down in awe at Your holy temple (Psalm

5:8).
i, I love Your temple abode,

LY




BALAK

The dwelling-place of Your glory (Psalm 26:8).

Let me bow down and kneel before God my maker
(Psalm 95:6).

As for me, may my prayer come to You, O mim,

At a favorable moment;

O God, in Your abundant faithfulness,

Answer me with Your sure deliverance (Psalm

69:14).

With these phrases, the Rabbis transform Balaam’s
God of war into a God of chesed (loving-kindness), and
each Jew who utters these words becomes the prayer.
In the parashah, Balaam follows his original utterance
of the verse with two descriptions of Isracl: an Israel
that lives in a lush and verdant world, and a nation thar
is victorious against enemies. But Balaam’s utterance
is also incomplete, which is why our liturgy expands
it—and also shifts the focus to the relationship of the
individual with God.

I propose a third reading, one that returns to the
evocation of the community as a source of power and
that extends it, connecting the people with God and
with their unique challenge.

Consider the following combination of 24:5 with
the words from the book of Isaiah:

How fair are your tents, O Jacob,

Your dwelling places, O Israel! (24:5)

I, the Holy One, have called you in righteousness,
and taken you by the hand.

I am the One who created you

and made you a covenant people,

a light to the narions:

to open eyes that are blind,

to bring the captive out of confinement (Isaiah
42:6-7).

This clear challenge invites us to move beyond the
narrow, dichotomous thinking that blinded Balak and
Balaam in this portion. These verses from Isaiah antii-
pate—and fulfill—the subsequent prophetic call abour
tents and dwellings: “Enlarge the space for your tent
(oholech); | do not spare the canvas for your dwelling-
place (mishk ‘notayich)” (Isaiah 54:2). Here the propher
urges Jerusalem—personified as a woman—to widen
her tent with joy and make room for the multitudes
who will enter the capital city. An expanded tent in
a gracious and open city reflects the utopian and
achievable goal of moving beyond oppositional con-
cepts of native/stranger, friend/foe, chosen/rejected,
male/female.

Are we ready to open our tents and our hearts to
those who wish to dream—and then to build sacred
communities that not only tolerate diversity and dif-
ference but also celebrate them? Can we move beyond
narrow, divisive definitions and descriptions that are
no longer useful? Might we transform our communi-
ties by welcoming those who come into our houses of
worship with words that describe what our commu-
nity can be? When our dwelling places become sanc-
tuaries for all seekers of peace and justice, when our
homes welcome all who no longer objectify the other,
then we can truthfully declare, Mah tovu—how good,
—Sue Levi Elwell

how fair, are our tents.

957
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Mah Tovu as the Psychological Introduction to
Prayer

Rabbi Reuven Kimelman

Prayer without preparation is like exercise without limbering up. Not only the body but
also the mind and emotions have to be attuned to prayer. The Jewish prayerbook
understood the task sufficiently to focus on bodily movements as a way of limbering up
for active prayer.l But what about the emotions and the mind? Is there an emotional or
intellectual, indeed theological introduction to prayer in the prayerbook itself? Happily
both are available. As we shall see, the opening prayers of the morning liturgy—the
Mah Tovu and the Adon Olam—serve as the emotional and intellectual introductions
to prayer.

Mah Tovu forms the opening prayer of most traditional rites as well as of all modern
denominations.2 It runs as follows:

HRIP® NUDwR JpY* TUAR 1Y n : 1.
How lovely are your tents, O Jacob, your dwelling places, O Israel!
(Numbers 24:5)

A" KIR 700 33 IR 2.
As for me, by virtue of the abundance of Your Grace, I enter your house.

INRTI TP 7o DR mnnwR 2a.
I shall prostrate myself to Your sanctuary in awe of You(Psalm 5:8)

7972 PYm CnanR v 3,
 Adonai, I love Your house.

Ao Pen opm 3a
The place where Your glory dwells (Psalm 26:8)

TR TYORY MNDER XY 4,
I shall prostrate, bow and kneel

oy » aph 4a.

Before Adonai, my Maker (Psalm 95:67).

37 Y » 7% *nben w 5.
And as for me, may my prayer [come] to you Adonai at a favorable time.

q7on-213 oK 5a
God, in the abundance of your grace

e naRa Wy 5b.
Answer me with your unfailing help (Psalm 69:14).

Rabbinical Assembly Homiletics Service/Bemidbar—rS750
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There are so many questions we have about this prayer. Why, does it come at the
beginning of the liturgy? Why, of all prayers, does it have a special locus in the
synagogue? What is its function in the liturgy? And above all, what does it mean?

The answers to the latter questions help also explain the former ones. Mah Tovu is
not only the prelude to prayer, but primarily an entrance prayer to the synagogue. In
antiquity, entrance to a temple was an awesome event. Those religions in which cultic
procedures were paramount required special entrance preparations such as ritual
cleansing, reciting pledges, or undergoing examinations for physical defects. In
criticism of the demanding only these requirements, the psalmist asks:

\ Who may ascend the mountain of the Lord?
Who may stand in His holy place?

One answer is:
He that has clean hands and a pure heart,
Who does not long after what is worthless,
And has not taken an oath in deceit (Psalm 24:4),

Another is:
He who lives without blame,
Who does what is right,
And in his heart acknowledges the truth:
Whose tongue is not given to evil;
Who has never done harm to his fellow,
Or borne reproach for [his acts toward] his neighbor.
(Psalm 15:2-3)

All ancient sanctuaries had entrance requirements, be they ritual, be they moral. The
synagogue entrance liturgy—Mah Tovu—makes no such pretense despite the
overwhelming presence of psalmist ingredients. Its concern with inclusion overrides
any exclusionary considerations. As we shall see, Mah Tovu serves as a threshhold
prayer which seeks to help the to-be worshipper overcome his diffidence upon entering
the Lord's house. As such, it does not open as invitingly as the Kabbalat Shabbat
service with a psalm such as 95 saying:

@ Come, let us sing joyously to the Lord,
Raise a shout for our rock and deliverer;
Let us come into His presence with praise;
Let us raise a shout for Him in song.

or as exuberantly as Psalm 100:4.
Enter His gates with praise,
His courts with acclamation,
Praise Him! Bless His name!

Mah Tovu, as presently constructed, opens with a verse from the Book of Numbers
followed by selections with some alterations, of Psalms. Note that none of the verses
are juxtaposed in their biblical context. The biblical elements have been reconstituted
to create a new poetic piece. It will no longer do to discover their biblical meaning. The
rearrangment of notes produces a new symphony. What was the liturgist's aim in
recontextualizing the biblical material to orchestrate a new liturgical threshhold of
prayer? Since this is a prayer expressed poetically we ‘must inquire not only about its
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content, but also about its form. Let us attempt to trace the flow of both the feelings
and ideas by a line-by-line analysis.

The opening line is strange not only because it alone derives from the Book of
Numbers, but also because its formulator was none other than the soothsayer Balaam
who had been hired by Balak, king of Moab, to curse Israel encamped in the
wilderness. One medieval authority found this so outrageous, he simply skipped over

it. 3 Why did our poet select it?

From the Bible, all we know is that Balaam, swept away in rapt admiration of the
Israelite encampment, could not utter the curse. The Talmud adds: it was upon
perceiving their tents so pitched that no one might see what was going on in the
homes of the others that compelled him to burst into praise of Israel. Since the theme
of modesty has little to do with what follow, commentators have been drawn to the

talmudic view which understands the tents as schools and synagogues.4 Once the
verse had been so overhauled, synagogues and academies crop up so high on the
horizon that the ancient desert tents disappear from view. Having been updated to
incorporate contemporary institutions, the verse can serve to introduce the worshipper
to the two places of prayer—the academy and the synagogue. It is not unusual in

- liturgy for biblical verses to become disengaged from their original meaning and
assume talmudic ones. Liturgically, midrash becomes pshat!

Still the question remains: Why allude to Balaam when there are such exquisite
openers from the Psalms as "I rejoiced when they said to me we are going to the

House of the Lord." (Psalm 122:1)?5

The genius of the selection becomes evident after understanding the function of the
whole prayer. In the meantime, let us continue our analysis with the second verse.
"As for me, by virtue of the abundance of Your grace I enter Your house." While the
opening verse is focused on the "synagogue," this one is centered on the self as if to
say, It'is all very well that the synagogue is so lovely, but what am I doing here? How
do I fitin? Am I able to leave mundane reality and cross into sacred space? It is out of
awareness of God's ever-present graciousness, responds the verse, that one dares to
cross the threshhold knowing full well that by entering the synagogue he is coming
into "Your house."

But, if it is not my house, why do I not feel more estranged? It is as if I knocked on

- someone's door, only to find a party in progress. Such an excruciating self-
consciousness! Suddenly, the host appears smiling and while placing an arm warmly
over my shoulder, apologizes saying "If I only knew you were in town, I would have
invited you." Here God's abundant kindness whispers to me, the would-be
worshipper, "It is My home, come in." So, relieved, I bow down in the direction of the
holy sanctuary (line 2a). While biblically, God's house and sanctuary allude to the
ancient Temple, liturgically they refer to the synagogue and ark. Indeed, having
wavered at the entrance of the synagogue, I now take my first step forward, gratefully

prostrating myself towards the Holy Ark, which is located across from the entrance.6

. Finding myself prostrate before:the.ark, my:feelings are buoyed by an enveloping
- sense-of-God's-awe-almost-as-Jacob-of 61 whe upon.envisioning God's presence,
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blurted, "How awesome is this place!" (Genesis 26:17).7 Overwhelmed by such
stirrings of awe, I realize how inadequate my previous gestures were and redouble my
efforts not only of prostrating, but also of bowing and kneeling as did King Solomon in
the ancient Te:mple.8 The first of the three synonyms in Hebrew mnnwx repeats the
previous bowing. Piling up synonyms compounds the effect so that I am bowing, on my
knees, flat on my face. But now I am no longer bowing rowards the ark, but "before
Adonai, my Maker." Heretofore, the ark was the available symbol of God. Prior to
feeling God's awe, that sufficed. Now having given myself totally over to God, the
opaque symbol of the ark gives way before the transparent presence of God. In
talmudic parlance, I no longer "stand in awe of the Temple, but in awe of He who
commanded with regard to the Temple."9

So why am I not praying? True, I feel in the presence of God, but is this the opportune
moment? Should I be importuning God now? Are there not times for prayer? Even King
David, fretting over this, entreated:

"Master of the world, when I pray to you may it be a favorable time," as it is written, "And as for
me, may my prayer to you Adonai be at a favorable time."10

Just as diffidence about being in the right place was overcome by awareness of
the"abundance of Your grace," 77on 21 so here doubts about timing are resolved by
awareness of the "abundance of your grace.” Once getting through, there is no being
put on hold.

My apprehensions with regard to the place and the moment have been met. By the
grace of God, I can finally begin to pray.l1 So please, "answer me with Your unfailing
help." Awareness of God's presence intensifies the desire for His closeness. It is such
intimacy which allows me to believe that my needs could be His concemns.

Of the whole Mah Tovu, only the last three Hebrew words consist of prayer. The rest
constitutes prayer therapy. It outlines a strategy for working through the psychological
—inhibitions—“dtmegaﬂ% prayer. It is an intensely personal activity. We do Mah Tovu
a disservice by underscoring its public function. Those who see in line 2 only ten
words for ascertaining the presence of a minyan;12 or those who find it adequate to
attribute the three-fold repetition of genuflection terms to an allusion to thrice-daily
. prayer13 or who see in the expression "favorable time" n¥2 ny a reference to the hour
of public prayerl4 miss the point.

The decisive factor in selecting the verses from Psalms was that they begin by
mentioning "I/me." So overriding was this consideration that line four (Psalm 95:6) not
only has its biblical plural form subverted into the singular,13 but its own beginning
"Come" is lopped off in favor of "L." Indeed, the Hebrew word for "I" is the leitmotif of
l the whole composition. No wonder that the first liturgical attestation of the beginnings
of Mzh Tovn are included under "private praye:rs."l6

The crux of the problem of prayer according to Mah Tovu is the all-pervasive sense of
self. The word "I" constantly reverberates out of the aperture of the mouth. So much of

DUt prattle is. nothing more than mouthing various forms of the word "I" The transition

~ % “Rebbinical-Assembly Homiletics Service/Bemidbar 5750
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from self-centered consciousness to divine-centered consciousness is made through
the repeated reference to "bowing" and to "Your abundant grace," which serve as
pulleys going up and down, raising the focus from self-centeredness to God-
centeredness. Release from the self allows for attentiveness to the divine.

MM /__/

I

(/According to Abraham Joshua Heschel, "Prayer comes to pass...(in) the momentary

g5 e

| forget ourselves and become aware of God."17 Mah Tovu never succeeds in in

sregard of our personal concerns, the absence of self-centered thoughts...(when) we

achieving that self-trancendence which totally disregards the self, but in struggling
with the problems of self it limits the ego's stranglehold on consciousness allowing for
the divine to come into focus.

To return to the question of Balaam—why does his encomium open the composition?

It

is, of course, one thing if we testify about ourselves; another if wicked Balaam

does.18 On the other hand, if Mah Tovu is showing us a way to wrestle with the issue
of prayer when crossing the threshhold of a synagogue, what better example than a

m
bl

an who through coming to curse, surveyed Israel's places of worship and ended up
essing! The gap we have to traverse is so much smaller.
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Parashat Balak

Seeing Their Faces But Not Their Doors: Housing,
Homelessness, A

The Israelites' dwellings in the wilderness provide us with a model for ensuring the
existence and dignity of adequate housing for all members of society.

By ashat Balak
The following article is reprinted with permission from SocialAction.com.
What is a good place to live?

"Mah tovu ohalecha Ya'acov, mishkenotecha Yisrael--how good are your tents, Jacob, your dwelling
places, Israel." This famous line from Parsahat Balak, spoken by a non-Jewish prophet about Israel,
seems simple enough. The great medieval commentator Rashi, however, sees another level of
meaning in it. He tells us that Balaam spoke these words because the entrances to the homes of the
people were not aligned with one another.

It seems odd that of all the things that a prophet could praise about Israel, especially since he is
praising them against his will, Balaam decided to praise the fact that they cannot see into each
other's homes. But perhaps it is not so strange that what makes a dwelling place "good" is the ability
to have privacy within it.

Indeed, this idea is so important to Rashi that it appears twice in his commentary on this portion:
Just a few lines earlier, in chapter 24, verse 2, Rashi explains that the words, "Balaam raised his eyes
and saw Israel dwelling according to its tribes," actually mean that he saw that their entrances were
not aligned with one another, so that one could not peek into the tent of his friend.

We know that conditions in the desert must have been very difficult. Nevertheless, Israel was able to
ensure that every family had a space of their own, a place that was theirs.

It is enlightening to contrast this with modern conditions of poverty in the U.S.A. The U.S.
government, claiming to respond to the demands of the people, has made it more and more difficult
for the poor to have a decent place to live.

Not long ago, Mayor Rudy Giuliani of New York provided us with an excellent example of how this
sort of policy works: If a person refuses to go to a homeless shelter, they can be sent to jail. If a
- person does go to a shelter for the homeless when sent there by police, but once he or she is there
il refuses to~do anythmg asked by the shelter, they can be thrown back onto the street--where,
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presumably, the problem will be taken care of by an arrest shortly afterwards.

It is curious that a modern city, with an enormous amount of resources--certainly far more than a
tribal people wandering through the desert--is nevertheless far less able to provide a decent place to
live to all its community. Oddly enough, it is not even a matter of money: Case after case has shown
that with programs that encourage ownership of housing, the conditions of people's lives materially
increase--along with the safety of their neighborhood--and for far less money than running a sting
operation against homelessness. (Habitat for Humanity is only one example of how successful a
program like that can be.)

Yet, instead of attempting to provide decent housing for the poor, the little money that is spent is
directed toward creating homeless shelters, which are, in addition to physically dangerous places at
times, extremely demoralizing to individuals, and often inhumane to families trying to stay together.

Why is this? It seems that we need to punish people for being poor. The ideology behind such laws
understands poverty as the obvious result of slothfulness and greed. It insists that no one could be
poor by accident, that those who are poor are of color, are "welfare queens" or perhaps are one of the
"crazy" people who got dumped during the deinstitutionalization of mental hospitals.

Even this last notion is somewhat of a concession for one who holds this ideology, who often
believes that these are people who probably prefer to live on the street anyway, and besides, what we
really need to do, for their own good, is to lock them up, where we can't see them.

Even when people are provided with homes to live in that are not shelters, modern welfare housing
is a disgrace. Private companies fail to do repairs on their properties to create a space that is even
minimally livable: plumbing ceases to work, vermin move in, walls and doors sometimes have
gaping holes. It is small surprise that the people who live in these places despair of a better life.

Rashi's comment strikes so deeply to the heart of what it means to have "a good place to live." The
people Israel were moving forward toward their own land, and though not yet there, they made, as a
community, homes that created an atmosphere of respect for one another.

Just as in every other community, there were undoubtedly those who were richer, and those who
were poorer; yet every family in Israel had a space in which to live, a place that was respectable, and
respected. From these homes, they were able to envision a brighter future, one in their own land,
which they could work to build with their own hands, and to improve both it and themselves. The
decency of their homes was the base from which they built our future.
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"Sadness and joy are not opposites,” Michaelson writes. "They exist as two notes of a sometimes
dissonant, sometimes harmonious, chord of quiet awareness. Learning to experience and accept
one’s sadness as part of the unfolding perfection of Being is to make the darkness visible, and
beautiful. It is a gate into deeply knowing that all is God."

The Gate of Sadness

Jewish and Buddhist Teachings on the Broken Heart
by Jay Michaelson

Sometimes a crumb falls from the tables of joy
Sometimes a bone is flung.
To some people love is given,
To others, only heaven.
Langston Hughes

In the Jewish tradition, becoming filled with the Divine is described in many ways, including devekut
(cleaving, or merging with, God), achdut (unifying), and others. Since ontologically, we are always nothing but
God, these terms must represent primarily epistemological or psychological states. God is always here; but
sometimes our attention is not.

It is tempting to wax rhapsodic about becoming filled with the shechinah, the immanent Presence of God. But
how do we regard these other times? The times at which our illusory wills and selfish interests seem to us to be
the entirety of life’s meaning?

Traditional Jews begin every morning’s prayer service with the words of a non-Jewish prophet, Balaam, who
had been sent to curse the Israelites by Balak, an idolatrous king. On his journey, Balaam had been blind to the
reality of God’s presence, but when he arrived at the Israelite camp he was filled with insight, and in his joy uttered
this well-known line: mah tovu ohalecha ya’akov, mishkenotecha yisrael. How good are your tents, Jacob; your
dwelling places, Israel,

in the parallel structure of Balaam’s speech, we can see a microcosm of the mind states of gadlut (great mind,
when we know we are filied with God) and katnut (small mind, when we do not think we are). The “tents of
Jacob” represent katnut — grasping mind; Ya’akov, whose first act was to grasp the ankle of his twin brother Esau;
Jacob, who stole his brother’s blessing and tried to live his life; mere tents. The “dwelling places of Israel” are
gadlut; Yisrael, he who wrestles with, embraces God; the person who has become transformed; dwelling places
. made into mishkenot for the shechinah.

Yet Balaam does not say that only israel’s mishkenot are tov (good). He does not say how wonderful it is
when (and only when) our finite tents are transformed into places for the Infinite. He says that both sides are
good.

Moreover, according to the Zohar, the word Mah, which ordinarily means ‘what’ or ‘how,’ is a signifier of the
shechinah. With this understanding, mah tovu teaches us that ultimate Goodness, the Presence of God, inheres
both in our times of Yisrael, when it is obvious, and our times of Yaakov, when it is not. Devekut with God is ali-
inclusive. When we cry, when we feel isolated, when we encounter loneliness or pain — these too are tov, Good.
All of our soul is purely God, even those parts which are absolutely sure that, whatever God is, they are not God,
even those parts our egos regret or despise.
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. we're also alert to the terror of homeless-
&+ ness. Each month this year our back page
Sigi Ziering Ethics Column has looked at home-
lessness through a different lens; next year, our
ethics pages will examine the many ramifica-
tions of kashrut, including issues of eating, and
the ethics of producing kosher foods.

We conclude our editorial year — Sh'ma
does not publish in July and August — with a
rather unusual issue devoted to the Jewish
house. in it you'll meander through a house —
taking in its smells and sounds, its adornments,
the interplay between Jewish and other features.
What is it that makes rooms, or a house for that
matter, Jewish? How -— beyond distinct culinary
features — does a house represent the diver-
sity of Jewish experience, or what changes and
what remains the same in the traditions of a
Jewish family? Home is the private space of in-
timate living, and also where we welcome oth-
ers. We try to distinguish ourselves through our
homes — in how we decorate, how we serve
meals, how we welcome others. Just like fami-
lies, homes are different — some large, others
small; some joyous, others miserable. With what
attention do we set our houses apart? What
manifestations of Jewish life are noted, day-to-
day, moment-by-moment?

This month we launch our enhanced Web site
with added features. Also online (www.shma.com),
you can order bulk copies of our High Haliday
issue for your synagogue: on vulnerability and
powerful prayer. —SB

EveWS have a deep attachment to home, and




ﬂe Froﬁt Porch

LISA D. GRANT

over the past 25 years. My favorites of these

.. houses were the two that had front porches.

Now, there was a lot about the interior of the

houses that I liked as well, but the front porch
was what 1 loved the best.

The front porch is a liminal space — both
public and private. It faces the street, making it
far more open to the world than a secluded back
deck. It also invites visitors into the front hall —
the most public of spaces inside the home. Like
the chuppah, the porch is covered from above
and open on the sides; it protects and welcomes.

E’ve lived in six different houses in four towns

The front porch is where public and private
Judaism intersect. It welcomes others in,
yet protects the home’s private space.

Lisa D. Grant, a Sh'ma
Advisory Board member, is
associate professor of Jewish
education at the Hebrew Union
College-Jewish institute of
Religion, New York. Her
research and teaching
interests include adult Jewish
learning, the professional
development of Jewish
educators, and the role Israe!
plays in American Jewish life.
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I live in the Northeast where the front
porch is a seasonal space. When spring arrives,
the neighborhood comes alive. Streets with
houses that have front porches are friendlier
places, for children as well as adults. If a neigh-
bor sees someone on their porch, they linger
for a few minutes to check in and catch up on
news. As the days grow longer and warmer, the
porch becomes a gathering place, the public
square for social interaction where sponta-
neous conversation may turn into substantive
dialogue and debate.

It's unlikely that the late 19th-century
Russian Jewish thinker Yehuda Leib Gordon had
a front porch. And if he did, I doubt that he
would have thought about it as a space that
bridges public and private life. Gordon coined
what might be called the motto of the
Enlightenment: “Be a Jew in your home and a
man on the street.” He was saying that for Jews
to make our way in the world, we must keep
our Jewish identity private, secluded, in the con-
fines of our homes or the privacy of our back-
yard. For my grandparents and immigrants like
them, to make it in America, they cast off their
Jewish observances in exchange for material
and social success. Jewish practices that they
kept were relegated to the seclusion of private
spaces, or the synagogue, JCC, or federation.

Gordon’s notion of a bifurcated identity is
less pertinent today where we are blessed with

the privilege of living in a pluralistic and open so-

ciety. Politicians, artists, business people, and
others are more public as Jews in their profes-
sional lives and on the street. Ironically, many are
less Jewish at home in a world that allows and
even celebrates multiple, partial, and constructed
identities. On the street, they can label their ac-
tions “Jewish” as a positive and public expres-
sion of identity, whether or not their private lives
are enriched with Jewish learning and practice.

Perhaps the most obvious place where the
blurring of boundaries between public and pri-
vate occur is in the domain of social activism.
Today, we have a Jewish environmental move-
ment; Jews for social and economic justice;
Jewish service-learning projects; we even have
Sh’ma, a journal of Jewish responsibility. And a
multitude of Jewish causes exist on Facebook
and other social networking sites.

For Jews who have blurred these public-pri-
vate lines, being Jewish is integrated into all as-
pects of life. In a metaphoric sense, the home’s
front porch is anchored to a structure and foun-
dation of Jewish teaching and tradition, but is
also open and facing outward to the life of the
street. As a liminal space, this metaphoric front
porch is where public and private Judaism inter-
sect. It's a way of living as a Jew at home and on
the street at the same time, It welcomes others
in, yet protects the home’s private space. Unlike
a back deck that hides from the world, the front
porch looks out, offering opportunities to engage

-in social interaction and meaningful discourse.

As a place of safety, comfort, and traditional
warmth, it helps us frame life as a Jew and con-
nect our beliefs and behaviors to the work of
making a cleaner, safer, more hospitable, and
comfortable neighborhood where all can live
with dignity, decency, and mutual support. ®

Discussion Guide

Bringing together myriad voices and experi-
ences provides Sh’ma readers with an opportu-
nity in a few very full pages to explore a topic
of Jewish interest from a variety of perspec-
tives. To facilitate a fuller discussion of these
ideas, we offer the following questions:

1. What makes a home Jewish?
2. What books are essential to a Jewish home?

3. When vou travel, what Jewish things do
you bring with you from homeZ.....co- -
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The Kitchen

RACHEL KAHN-TROSTER

kitchen on an empty stomach, so 1 wander

. into my kitchen. As the garlic in the pan starts
sizzling and popping {soon to be joined by chard,
probably an alien vegetable to my Ashkenazi an-
cestors}, I take a quick inventory of the room:
two sets of dishes, milchig and fleishig, and
enough of both to invite guests to our table; a re-
ally big fridge; some ritual items in danger of get-
ting smashed by my toddler; meat/dairy labels
on everything, the result of a marriage between
someone who grew up kosher (how do I know
which pot is for which? Because I just do) and
someone who believes he will be struck by light-
ning if he uses the wrong sponge. There is also a
wok; exotic spices like cumin and coriander;
meat from happy, local grass-fed lambs; organic
lactose-free milk; and a take-out menu for sushi.
How did the Jewish kitchen turn into this?

One of my teachers taught that Jewish eat-
ing, and Jewish rules about eating, had long
been a mimetic tradition, transmitted from
mother to daughter in a paraliel track to the
Judaism of the book. I can hear the questions
now from each generation of children: “Mama,
why do we eat this? Mama, why are we cooking
special food tonight? Mama, can 1 have a taste?”
The books might tell the official story, the study
house might be the place of masters and stu-
dents, of arguments and interpretation, but the
Jewish kitchen transmits the personal stories of
our individual families — folk Judaism. As a
rabbi and a mother, I love both worlds. 1 re-
member one year when, as a mouthy child, I
told my mother 1 did not want our seder to “just
be about the food.” She scolded me, saying that
I was denying the contribution of every genera-
tion of women in our family to the meal. The
generations of Jewish women {and men) who
have cooked and nourished have created a culi-
nary midrash on the cultures they lived among,
giving birth to a wide variety of Jewish foods.

When imagining this Jewish kitchen, it
would be easy to just picture comforting, nour-
ishing images: chicken soup, gefilte fish, a warm
gathering place. One of my favorite Yom Kippur
sermons pictures God as an old woman, wel-
coming her errant child into her kitchen once
more, everything remembered and forgiven. But
the Jewish kitchen is also a place of rupture.
We’'re several generations past assuming it’s a

Ewom‘t be able to write Torah about a Jewish

kosher kitchen, and many of us could not even
replicate our grandmother’s recipes if we tried.
Like many American kitchens in general, the
slowly simmered tastes of the Jewish kitchen
are being replaced with quick, convenience
tastes and ingredients. And many of us want to
branch out beyond chopped liver, chicken soup,
and kugel, to create new stories.

The renovated Jewish kitchen teaches us to
enlarge our culinary palette; that adaptation, like
tradition, is also a core Jewish value. On a Friday
afternoon we might take in the aroma of chamim
(a Sephardi cholent) rather than chicken soup or
brisket. Many of our kitchens also include the
cuisines of our non-Jewish family members or
neighbors—sushi Shabbat, anyone? Or the
kitchen might emulate contemporary mores and
values — for example, today some see vegetari-
anism as the purest form of keeping kosher.

How can all this thread through a Jewish
kitchen? For me, what makes a kitchen Jewish
is its openness — to people, stories, and espe-
cially to new tastes, textures, and smells. The
kitchen is the center of the Jewish home. It is
warm and embracing and spicy. Its logical ex-
tension is the Jewish table, where dishes are
passed, lives are drawn together, and new mem-
bers of the family are woven into the fabric of
family life. Every year at Pesach, we invite new
guests to join those who left Egypt, new tradi-
tions to join with the old. There is always room
for one more person at this table.

And surely youw’ll have another bite to eat?
There is always room for that, too. ®
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Dining / Room

ARYEH COHEN

:  bought after we moved into our house ten
.. years ago was a beautiful cherrywood din-
ing room table. The table came with dreams of
Shabbat meals, sedarim, family gatherings,
communal festivities, classes to be taught, and
Torah to be studied. Most of this has come to
pass around that table — the meals, conversa-
tions, Torah study, and family gatherings.
Though much has happened to rock our world,
our community, and our lives over these past
ten years, on most Friday evenings, I still believe
that I hear the good angel praying that it should
be thus next week and the angel’s companion
reluctantly saying amen.

E The first real furniture my partner and I

“All who are hungry come and eat” — but if they
knocked on the door would we actually let them in?
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5 Walpole State Prison: I visit K on Sundays —
«£.:that is, when he’s not confined to solitary.
When the weather is nice we sit at a rough
wood picnic table in a grassy visiting area sur-
rounded by families — children in their Sunday-
going-to-prison clothes, wives and girlfriends
dressed in the modest fashion regulated by the
prison. In the field is a little carousel for the chil-
dren; they push it around and then jump onto it
and scream in joyous fright. Sometimes K and 1
eat; sometimes we talk. Sometimes he tells me
about his fellow prisoners: rape, murder, armed
robbery.

-3 Center City, Philadelphia: Steam rising from
.7 the grates adds to pedestrian misery in the
sumimer; it also provides a bit of warmth that
biunts the edge of the bitter winter nights for
those for whom the streets are home and the
grates are bed. Every night on Walnut Street 1
see a man sitting on a milk crate. Tonight I in-
vite him to dine with me in McDonald’s.
Hesitant, he asks that I get him something and
bring it back to him, outside. I insist that we
both go indoors. He orders some kind of burger
and fries; I order coffee, the universally kosher
beverage. All the workers seem to know him
from his usual perch outside the door. They
lIook at him with surprise as we sit in the booth.
He grows progressively more and more un-

I

comfortable. Finally, he tells me he’d rather nop==" ="

stay here anymore. We leave and finish dining
on the street.

/ “All who are hungry come and eat. All who
~< need to partake of the Paschal sacrifice come
and join with us,” so declaim 20 people around
a beautifully set table. The door is locked. “All
who are hungry come and eat”™ — but if they
knocked on the door would we actually let them
in? Would we go out and find “them” and bring
“them” home?

= The halakhic definition of “common space”
../ is “people who eat at the same table.” This
may be an abstract or potential “eat” symbolized
by an unopened box of matzah. The matzah
constitutes an eruv; it is a manufacturing of com-
mon space, a yachad, which consists of my
home and yours, and every other Jew’s home.

What of those Jews who would not eat at
my table? What of those Jews at whose table I
do not eat? What of those Jews whose culinary
customs are far removed from the Eastern
European palate of my ancestry or the California
palate of my contemporary life? Are they part of
my yachad?

“The first time my parents came to my home
and told me they could not eat our cooking
I had to make a choice.

The first time we went to my in-laws’ home
and I told them I could not eat their cooking
they had to make a choice.

I could have become offended and angry; 1
could have shattered the deep and loving rela-
tionship we have.

My in-laws could have been offended and
angry; they could have nipped in the bud our
relationship before it had a chance to blossom.

Fortunately, I chose to treat my parents’ de-
cision as though it came from a different reli-
gious tradition, one that had no claim on me.

Fortunately, my in-laws made accommoda-
tions, now affectionately dubbed the “kosher box,”
which includes kosher pots, plates, and cutlery,
and they let us kasher a part of their stove. ®

Many of the mezuzot appearing on
these “doors” are available through
Kolbo Fine Judaica www.kolbo.com.
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The Medicine Cabinet

ANONYMOUS

i mins. For the first six years that I took anti-

.. depressants, I did so secretly after breakfast.
After my grandfather died in 2004, I was a bit
more open; that’s when I created the vitamin
ruse. Vitamins were nonsensical to my grand-
mother, but not as attractive to ridicule as anti-
depressants.

All of my grandparents seemed to believe
that a doctor’s cure would do more harm than
good; that hospitals were for dying. Although
my paternal grandmother, a clinical psycholo-
gist, believes in psychotherapy, I have not yet
been able to bring myself to admit my pharma-
ceutical habit to her. She has a well-worn copy
of Worst Pills, Best Pills: A Consumer’s Guide to
Avoiding Drug-Induced Death or Hness among
her reference books.

Not only could I not raise the subject of anti-
depressants, but when I mentioned that I was
working to reduce the stigma of mental illness
in the Jewish community, my grandfather lauded
my work but cautioned me that “craziness might
be catching.” What could I say in response: “It’s
okay; I'm already crazy”? “Depression is not
‘craziness’”?

I began taking antidepressants the day after
Yom Kippur 5758. Though I'd picked up the pre-
scription in time to start taking them on Yom
Kippur, I was young, foolish, and frum and de-
cided to wait the extra day. They started work-
ing two days after Simchat Torah. I have been
on them now for over ten years.

The pills have been part of my life for so
long that I hardly ever think about them. I think
about the pills like the allergy medicine that I
have been taking, more or less, since I was
eight. I would rather take a chance with poten-
tial unknown side effects of antidepressants
than suffer the effects of depression, which are
well-known to me.

Most of the time, when acquaintances see
me taking the pills, they either ignore me or qui-
etly tell me what they’re on and how well it
works or doesn’t work. People who do not
know that 1 am on antidepressants sometimes
declaim in my presence against our medication-
dependent society and make fun of pill-poppers.
As a nonconfrontational type, I generally remain
silent. Part of me would want to launch into a
monologue about what the quality of my life

Etold my grandmother that they were vita-

would be like without those pills. Would any-
one make fun of someone who takes beta-block-
ers for their heart? Or insulin for diabetes?

The shame and stigma that depression still
carries in our society, both Jewish and general,
is infuriating. That shame causes far too much
unnecessary pain; many people avoid treatment
because of it and others must watch them suf-
fer. While few would imagine that people with
heart disease could “fix” themselves, or that
people with diabetes could regulate their blood
sugar without insulin, there is an assumption
that somehow I should be able to fix my mood
disorder “on my own.”

In all of my efforts to heal, | have been strong,
honest, and brave — but even | am not brave

enough to come out as a survivor of
depression in this journal.

Most people are bewildered when I speak
about my depression, which I only do out of ne-
cessity or when I actively want to help people un-
derstand depression better. Perhaps I'd be better
served by keeping it more of a secret, but keep-
ing secrets is no way to reduce stigma or to re-
cover from depression. Some people awkwardly
try to be helpful; others share their own mental
health struggles, or those of family members.
Some people simply tell me that 1 do not belong
in whatever environment we find ourselves.

The Jewish community, and secular culture
at large, could do a much better job supporting
and including people struggling with depression
and other forms of mental illness. We're all
around you. We hear the disdain toward the
mentally il and toward those who need drugs to
help maintain an even keel, and you make
things harder for us for no reason. It is because
of this disdain that I am choosing to publish this
piece anonymously. In all of my efforts to heal,
I have been strong, honest, and brave — but
even I am not brave enough to come out as a
survivor of depression in this journal. ®
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Living Room: Shrines

VANESSA L. OCHS
’%% she was pregnant and then added
’ ¥ “with twins” after a pregnant pause
{which grew richer each time I relived the con-
versation), my husband reacted by resolving to
spend the next months without saying a single
word until, “Godwilling,” the babies were bomn.
I reacted by fainting (one of my stock responses)
with astonished joy. Our chosen responses — si-
lence and swooning — left something to be de-
sired. For a while, we turned to the God-fearing
and modest Jewish phrase, “b’sha-ah tova” (may
the babies come “in an auspicious hour”}, which
we launched back when people said, “Aren’t you
excited?” or offered an altogether premature and
inauspicious “mazal tov.” But the phrase grew
flat after repeated use, with months to go.

+hen my daughter phoned to announce

Our shrines are spiritual agents that construct
our religious and cultural identities, that prompt
ethical and holy response, and that foster
connections between oneself and the community.
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Then ! assembled a covert Jewish house
shrine to accompany me through the months of
waiting; it stood as the visual symbol of all my
hopes and prayers. Not altogether covert: it was
in the living room, alongside the fireplace. But 1
figured that if I didn’t mention it was a shrine
until it had done its work, it could stand in the
open, looking like one of my assemblages of stuff
put out for decorative effect. Low profile because
Jews, in theory, don’t make shrines; in reality, of
course, we do — we just don’t talk about them.
Our shrines are spiritual agents that construct our
religious and cultural identities, that prompt eth-
ical and holy response, and that foster connec-
tions between oneself and the community.
Sometimes we amass photos of our ancestors to
look over us, interceding with God on our behalf
at the hot moments of our lives. We may assem-
ble the Rosh Hashanah cards we received on the
mantelpiece, with hopes that the wishes they
have extended for a good, sweet year will come
true. We may keep out various Israeli souvenirs,
trinkets, and ritual objects we have collected: the
Hebrew Coca-Cola can, the decoupage hamsa,
the mezuzah purchased in the Cardo. it’s not that
we need those objects “lest we forget Jerusalem”
— how can anyone who reads the newspaper

forget Jerusalem? Those objects are displayed as
a 24/7 prayer for peace.

My mother, as a Jewish home shrine keeper,
keeps her archival stash in a ziploc bag. Her
mother’s Sabbath shawl, her father’s velvet kip-
palh: she activates them with prayer at moments
of risk, danger, and even joy. They summon all
the ancestors, who worry about us now, in the
world to come, as much as they did when they
were alive. When relatives ask my mother to use
her “powers” on their behalf, she faces in their
direction. She does not disappoint!

My shrine needed to meld various symbols.
To represent the ancestors, there was the giant-
sized Seagram’s bottle that my grandfather used
to display in the window of his liquor shop so
many years ago in Ridgewood, New Jersey. That
made a little nod as well to my husband, who
holds a Bronfman Chair in Jewish Thought. To
represent my daughter who would hopefully
grow with each month, there was a moon that
she had once carved out of wood for her father.
To represent watery healing of Miriam the
prophetess, I put out my bright yellow enamel
watering can. I added a red wooden birdhouse,
adorning it with hamsas my daughter had made
as a child.

No one noticed the shrine; no one said a
word. 1 passed it many times each day as I
moved about the house. 1 cannot say I knew
what ritual practice might emerge. I don’t prac-
tice my mother’s minhag, and certainly don’t
have her “powers” of communication with the
ancestors. But [ found myself sending off prayers
as the bottom of my bathrobe brushed against
the Seagram’s bottle, and again as I extracted the
watering can to feed my plants each week. The
physical objects linked me to Jewish women, in
times gone by and in the present, who have trav-
eled to the shrines of saintly rabbis and to the
tombs of saintly ancestors in efforts to beseech
God for healthy children and grandchildren. I
cannot say that my own theological scheme per-
mits me to ask God to do good things for me or
the people 1 love. I believe that good things, like
bad things, simply happen, that we turn to God
to hold us up, however things land. I started out
praying for the optimism of Miriam, and as the
due date came closer, I cast my theology aside,
and dared to imagine a happy and blessed end-

"“Sz&zhlch came'to pass ®




The Bedroom

HAVIVA RER-DAVID

+ uying a bed is a loaded decision for a cou-

le. Will they have one bed or two? Will
...+ their bed be king-sized, or a smaller queen?

Which bed they buy will have ramifications on
their sex life and their home life in general.

A discussion in the Gemarah (BT Shabbat
13b} explores whether or not a couple may
sleep in the same bed — in their pajamas, of
course, since sleeping nude in the same bed is
assumed to certainly be forbidden -~ when the
wife is nidah (sexually off-limits due to her
menstrual flow). The passage raises the concern
that the couple will be unable to avert the for-
bidden sexual relations if they are in the same
bed, even when clothed.

This is why many couples who observe strict
halakhah have separate beds. During the time of
the month when sex is permitted, they push the
two beds together. And during the period when
sex is forbidden, they push the beds apart.

This cyclical distancing and reuniting each
month can raise a sexual relationship and a
marital relationship in general to a higher level.
As Rabbi Meir suggests, when a couple is al-
ways together in a sexually intimate way, it can
create a feeling of ennui in the sexual arena. (BT
Nidah 31b} As the saying goes, familiarity
breeds contempt. Or, on the more positive side,
absence makes the heart grow fonder. Not being
sexually intimate all of the time can also help a
couple hone their communication skills.

This is not true, though, for all couples. Some
couples find this externally imposed rhythm con-
trary to their own natural rhythm, and it causes
tension and anxiety instead of enhancing the re-
lationship. This is especially true for couples who
need buildup in their intimacy and have trouble
turning their sexuality on and off in the way a
strict halakhic approach seems to require.

Rabbinic literature offers another approach,
one that privileges the relationship over strict ha-
lakhah. In Sifra Metzora, Parashah 5, we learn
that Rabbi Akiva disapproved of the conventional
practice of women making themselves appear
less attractive during times when sex was forbid-
den. He objected to this practice because he
feared that if men saw their wives in a less phys-
ically attractive state their attraction to their wives
in general would be diminished. In other words,
the rabbinic institution of women purposely look-
ing less attractive when sex was forbidden in

order to prevent their husband’s sexual arousal
was preventing their husband’s arousal during
the rest of the month when sexual relations were
not only permitted but were actually obligated.

While this approach may legitimatize soci-
ety’s notion that a woman must constantly keep
herself attractive for her husband, we can also
learn from Rabbi Akiva that observing this
rhythmic sexuality within a marriage should not
be used to threaten the marriage. If the rituat in-
advertently threatens the marriage, it would be
wise to take a less stringent approach.

For instance, some couples who take it upon
themselves not to touch at all during ridah find
that the estrangement creates tension in the re-
lationship; in such a case, according to Rabbi
Akiva's precedent, it would be better for the cou-
ple to draw the line at sexually suggestive touch
(i.e., foreplay) rather than all forms of touching.
This would allow them affection and intimacy
as long as they could control themselves and not
end up in bed together. Akiva’s approach is an
important model for couples today who take on
this practice, sometimes without knowing how it
will affect their relationship.

In fact, a couple can observe this rhythmic
approach to sexuality while still sharing the same
bed all month long. Dressing differently, de-
pending on the time of the month {flannel paja-
mas instead of sexy lingerie), can be a way to
signal a “nonsexual” mode, or using separate
blankets or creating a divider with pillows. Then,
a couple can enjoy the experience of one marital
bed (if they are so inclined) without feeling that
they are compromising their religious practice.

Another reason to choose the “one-bed” op-
tion is that it allows for the possibility of a fam-
ily bed, which creates a sense of love and
togetherness among the entire family especially
surrounding sleep and cozy time. Having to
choose between mom’s bed or dad’s bed during
part of the month simply does not fit with this
child-rearing philosophy.

For couples who prefer more privacy about
family intimacy, the parents’ bedroom is consid-
ered off-limits to the children, and no one need take
note of whether the beds are together or apart.

One can tell a lot about a couple from their
choice of bed. Religious approach, parenting
style, and level of intimacy are all reflected in
the kind of bed one finds in a bedroom. ®
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Bedside Reading

NESSA RAPOPORT

ey bedside table is, let us say, aspira-
tional. Its teetering volumes are a haz-
; M.ard to my sleeping head — but
heartening to contemplate.

Naturally, there are many books that have
not remained in my possession long enough to
reside on my bedside table. Mrs. Woolf and the
Servants: An Intimate History of Domestic Life
in Bloomsbury is one, devoured in less than a
week of overly late nights. I am fascinated by
British women writers and “How They Did It,”
domestically speaking. Because, as Virginia
Woolf knew, a room of one’s own is possible
only with a paid pair of hands.

The position of books in the bedside pile varies, but
the Hebrew novel and dictionary are near the top.
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At the turn of the 20th century, one third of
British women were in domestic service. Not
that I wish servitude on anyone, but the trans-
formation of women’s lot also explains the
scrim of urban dust on the glass top of my bed-
side table.

As for my late nights, what nights aren’t? It is
a truth universally acknowledged that a working
mother cannot read during the day. Ergo, at the
precise hour when the bedside lamp should be
doused in order to assure a good night’s sleep,
said reader can be found poring over a book.
Knowing that she’ll pay dearly. And not caring.

When my children were young, I read that
their ambition could be measured by their an-
swer to the question: “Would you rather have a
small cookie now or a big cookie later?”

In the matter of reading, I'll take the big
cookie now.

What books await me when I am, at last,
horizontal? Whatever Hebrew novel I am
painstakingly reading; and a paperback Hebrew
dictionary, coverless from its being toted on sub-
ways and planes, often unopened while 1 peruse
something more ephemeral than a novel in my
second, halting language, however beloved.

The position of books in the bedside pile
varies, but the Hebrew novel and dictionary are
near the top. They reflect an existential predica-
ment, posed ardently, centuries ago, by the poet
Yehuda Ha-Levi: “My heart in the East and I at
the edge’of the We’s't‘"*“. mE -

And so | see:

Peter Cole’s Hebrew Writers on Writing, dis-
covered by my friend Avi Katzman, visiting from
Israel and my source for books Israeli and per-
taining to the Jewish narrative. I have already
bought Avraham ben Yitzhak’s Collected Poems,
published in a bilingual volume by Ibis Editions,
which Cole founded with Adina Hoffman. The
pleasure of this book — I have too many copies
to keep at my bedside — is an ever-renewing
spring. Ben Yitzhak’s published ceuvre, so in-
fluential to modern Hebrew poetry, consists of
eleven ravishing poems and some fragments.
This fact may or may not have afflicted their
pseudonymous creator, but it is inevitably heart-
ening to fastidious writers who live one hundred
years later.

Avi's own recent book, be-rnachloket: shishim
imutim she-his'iru et ha-itonim [Controversies: 60
Momentous Debates in the Hebrew Press from
1918 to 2008], reproduces his meticulously cho-
sen excerpts of controversies reported in the left-
to-right spectrum of the dynamic Hebrew press,
from *Should women get the vote?” to ‘Should we
withdraw from Gaza?’ It would have a place of
honor in the pile, but is necessarily oversize —
and thus threatens the stability of even the most
compulsively arranged book tower.

Here is Catherine Madsen’s The Bones
Reassemble: Reconstituting Liturgical Speech.
Her subject is among my obsessions: The im-
poverishment of English prayer language and
translation, a stultifying betrayal of the Hebrew
originals. Madsen articulates the problem with
an awakening — galvanizing to this writer —
incisiveness that is incompatible with the need
to read for the transition between the constraints
of the day and sleep’s oblivion. Which is why I
have begun to take this book with me for the in-
terstices of my work life (a notion, alas, more
symbolic than likely).

Finally, Worlds of Truth: A Philosophy of
Knowledge, the most recent work of my friend
and teacher, Israel Scheffler. 1 have a bookshelf
of his work, not all of which I am equipped to
understand, as he is a scrupulous philosopher
and I am a civilian. But I learn from him always
— and, when I complete this sentence, I will
open the book to savor his words.

Well after midnight, I will place it at the top
of the pile. ®
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The Refrigerator Door g’_
LAURA KINA .
gy portraits examine the complex reali- Okinawan father from Hawaii and an BB

R, /| ties of a multiracial, multiethnic soci- Anglo/Spanish Basque mother from the Pacific ms
.E.. ¥ .L.ety — “the slipperiness of identity” Northwest, ] am now bringing up my own @6
that is my own autobiography. Raised by an Jewish family in a Chicago neighborhood where ¥

the city’s Muslim, Hinduy, N

and Jewish communities in-
tersect. In the process of con-
verting to Judaism, [ made
my home kosher. The refrig-
erator became symbolic of
the central role of the kitchen
in a Jewish home.
In my trompe lUoeil paint-
ing of our family’s Frigidaire,
the haphazardly arranged
decorations reflect our mixed
identities: a Japanese Amer-
ican wedding family portrait;
poetry magnets symbolizing
“authentic” Jewish culture
and bearing Yiddish words
like “kvell” and “yinglish”;
and drawings by Ariel, my
Jewish Mexican stepdaugh-
ter. The refrigerator door
serves as a surrogate portrait
of my family. While the
viewer doesn’t know what is
inside the refrigerator, the
painting tells something
about my family by the im-
ages on the door and the
style of the refrigerator ac-
knowledges issues of class.
The painting is at once very
personal and distinct and
also universal. On this fam-
ily refrigerator, we can see a
complex set of questions
about negotiating what it Laura Kina is an associate
means to be Jewish. @ professor of art, media, and
design and the director of
Asian American studies at
DePaul University. Her work is
represented by Diana
Lowenstein Fine Arts in Miami,
Fla. She lives and works in
Chicago, Hil.
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