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WRITING OUR OWN AVINU MALKEINU 

Avinu, Malkeinu – our father, our king, we have sinned against you.   

Avinu Malkeinu – Our father, our king, You alone are our King.  

“But we’re American.” This adorable blond boy of about six said to his 

mother loud enough for everyone in the synagogue to hear, “ We don’t 

believe in Kings.”   

Avinu Malkeinu – Our father, our king, act for your sake and save us 

“Shhhhhh….”  his mother said.  

Avinu Malkeinu, Our father, our king, hear our voice.   

 “But Mom….”   “Shhhh”   “You told me”  

Avinu Malkeinu is one of the high points of Rosh HaShanah, and I was up on the 

bimah, in front of the open ark,  totally in my rabbi zone,  doing my best to pray 

with kavannah, intention, but as this went on, I started to laugh, that kind of 

laugh where the congregation could see my back shaking.  

I wasn’t laughing only because I was the kid when I was his age, but that I was still 

that kid at some level.  I’ve always struggled with the Avinu Malkeinu and other 

prayers on the High Holy Days.  We are supposed to see this as a very powerful 

spiritual experience, but so much of the service seemed to me, especially when I 

was younger, focused on groveling and begging, and “we’re not worthy” that  I 

remember in my first years leading services wanting to suddenly break into  

Monty Python and the Meaning of Life’s chapel scene:   

Oh Lord, Ooo you are so big, so absolutely huge, gosh we’re all really 

impressed down here, I can tell you.  Forgive us O Lord… please don't  grill 

us or toast your flock, Don't put us on a barbecue, Or simmer us in stock… 

While I recognize the grandeur, the poetry and I have studied the centuries of 

prayer that make up our High Holy Day liturgy, there was always something about 



the High Holy Days that didn’t quite jive with my theology of “the divine in all of 

us.”  To be honest, while I love the music, and the shofar and the songs,- 

religiously, I struggle with the high holy day service and  I’ll bet that many of you 

have felt the same.   

But we come to synagogue anyway, at least every few years.  Like Jewish salmon 

to spawn the New Year.   

It is no wonder that as Americans we struggle with this theme of God’s rule and 

power, our vulnerability, our dependence on things we can’t control, on our 

unworthiness.   As Americans we are taught that we are self-reliant, that the 

hierarchy of monarchy that the imagery of the holidays are based on is nothing 

but oppression in the name of God, and so coming to synagogue to beg God not 

to kill us in the coming year is a form of religious cognitive dissonance.  

Avinu Malkeinu, Our father our King, have mercy on us.   

The notion of fear of God, terror, almost feels as if we are held hostage. In 

Hebrew, the words “awe” and “fear” have the same root.  In our time of religious 

fanaticism and terrorism, the liturgy to me can sometimes feel like part of the 

problem rather than the solution.   

As a rabbi, it is not my hope to resolve that conflict.  I’m Reform on purpose, and 

that tension is exactly where Reform Judaism lives, between faith and skepticism, 

between critical scholarship and love of Torah, between an embrace of tribe and 

a fear of tribalism.  I believe that the truth of modern life, and modern Judaism, 

lies in a profound awareness of this tension, of this paradox, and a commitment 

to live deliberately, purposefully, and joyful in the sacred space of complexity, in 

which truth can’t be reduced to an either/or choice.     

Avinu Malkeinu.  Our father our king.   

And some how changing it to Imeinu Malkateinu, Our mother our queen,  though 

it helps some, it doesn’t really fix the problem. So here we are.   

So as that boy made so clear, some of the reasons we rub against some of the 

imagery of this liturgy are obvious and reasonable, I suspect there are some much 

deeper layers of why, in this culture at this time, this liturgy challenges us 

spiritually.  



We live in a time in America, where the value of self-esteem and self-care is 

widely celebrated, taught, worked into advertisements, and sold as billions of 

dollars worth of profit.  We are told to “give up the guilt,”  to set boundaries, to 

affirm ourselves regularly, and to see those who challenge us as “haters” and 

“negativity in our lives.”  We all live in Oprah’s world now.  

 Or as RuPaul says at the end of every episode of Drag Race,  “If you can’t love 

yourself, how the hell you gonna love somebody else?” 

Indeed, learning to love ourselves and to realize we are lovable is one of the great 

spiritual tasks each of us has, and it is a life’s work.   We are all created in the 

image of the Divine, and our tradition teaches that we are good by nature, and 

given the minds and hearts to know good from evil, and the free will to do our 

best to act to increase the good.  That is at the heart of Judaism.   

We are also told to love the neighbor and the stranger as ourselves, which when 

you think about it clearly means that first we have to love ourselves.  It is quite 

beautiful that in the commandment to love others is the commandment to love 

ourselves.  

But here again is another paradox: Loving ourselves means being honest with 

ourselves.  It means taking a hard look in the mirror and confronting our failures 

and still loving ourselves.  Just as when we truly love someone else, we do so 

knowing their flaws, their failures, their self-delusions, and somehow the intimacy 

only makes us love them more deeply.   

The problem is, I’m not sure we can do that when we live in a culture that 

continuously reinforces how great we are.  I’m not sure a culture of gold stars for 

everyone and relentless affirmation helps us learn to love ourselves.  I fear it does 

the opposite, we fear we are loved for the person they see, not who we really are.   

And this is only made worse by the current push for constant self-presentation 

and narrative.  Whether you are on Facebook, or Instagram, or Snapchat, we are 

forever taking pictures of ourselves to create a narrative with our friends of how 

well we are doing, how smart we are, how connected we are, how witty we are, 

how erudite we are, that we read the right books, and go to the right movies, and 

like the right music, we want to tell ourselves by telling others that we are great 

people and that our lives are a success.   



In some ways, though we are free people, with free will, in a nation that despite it 

current impulse, still offers us tremendous freedoms and privileges – in some 

ways we are held hostage.  We are held hostage by our desire to see our lives and 

ourselves as good;  we are held hostage by the narrative we want for our lives; we 

are held hostage by our egos.    

Avinu Malkeinu, we have believed our own story. 

The recent reign of narcissism in the nation, one that in many ways is just the 

predictable extension of what was already a culture rather fixated on celebrity 

and online monologues.  

We also live in a time where there is a great deal of passionate certainty in the 

world.  There seems to be a lot of certainty about who is right and who is wrong 

in the world, and a tendency to divide the world up into two teams: us and them.  

That sort of certainty, and I am full of it, is also a form of hubris.  

But teaching college ethics to people from a wide range of backgrounds has 

shown me just how much ethics lies in the grey area, the difficult balancing of 

competing goods, and competing wrongs.  

Indeed, our tradition is one that deeply explores the grey area. The Talmud, the 

great work of Jewish legal thinking written in Babylon and the Galillee in the 4th 

and 5th centuries CE, is one that will go back and forth for pages about a small 

point of ethics or law, considering it from every conceivable angle, arguing across 

generations, and often coming to very complex answers that recognize the 

tensions between competing needs and goods.  One of the reasons I am so proud 

to be Jewish is that our tradition thinks about the world in complex ways, and 

recognizes the some things are just beyond our ability to comprehend or control.   

Avinu Malkeinu, have compassion on us and on our families.   

The Hasidic Master Simchah Bunam taught:  

“Each person should carry in his or her pockets two notes.  One should read, “the 

world was created for me.”  The other should read, “I am but dust and ashes.”  



Judaism teaches us two seemingly contradictory lessons:  we are beloved of God 

and created in the image of the Divine,  AND  we are stubborn, flawed, ingrates 

that should feel bad about how much we betray our potential. 

The High Holy Day liturgy, the Avinu Malkeinu, pushes us to explore both.  We are 

both holy, and we are insignificant.  We are both the masters of our world, and 

powerless in the face of so much.   

Rosh Hashanah is both the birthday of the world, the celebration of the goodness 

of creation, including humans, and our abilities to be miraculous good –  

and it is the beginning of the days of awe, a time of remembering that we are 

small and insignificant in the great scheme of things.  

To quote the Jewish singer, Dan Nichols, We’re perfect the way we are, and a 

little broken, too. “   

Avinu Malkeinu, renew us for a year of Goodness.   

 So on Rosh Hashanah, we both celebrate the light that is in each of us. The spark 

of the divine that glows in each person.  That is why we should love ourselves, 

and love others.  Because we are all human.  

And we also acknowledge that we are small and while we sometimes think we 

control the world, we can’t even seem to control our own actions and egos.  

And we acknowledge that there are things we want, that we need – and while 

asking for them, we know, doesn’t mean we will get them, unless we learn to give 

voice and words to what it is we hope for in our most honest and vulnerable 

moments, we can’t make clear choices to help us realize them.   

And Judaism  stresses both our individual and collective responsibility and hopes.  

Avinu Malkeinu, halt the reign of those who cause pain and terror. 

AVinu Malkeinu, help me be more kind with my words.  

So now, on this our First Rosh HaShanah together, I want to ask you to take a 

moment, maybe close your eyes and take a deep breath, and ask yourself, in this 

sacred space and at this sacred time, what it is you want to say in your own 

personal Avinu Malkeinu.   What do you want to ask for your growth, your family, 

your own growth, our community, our nation, the world?  What do you want help 



to accomplish in the New Year?   Where do you need growth and renewal?  And 

try to worry so much about getting an A, and instead try to let yourself be 

vulnerable enough to ask a Higher Power.  If you aren’t religious, think of it as 

asking the Universe, or putting out your intentions.  

 I’m going to ask some of you to share yours out loud in a moment, so I am hoping 

some of you will come up with Avinu Malkeinu prayers that aren’t so personal 

you can’t share them safely.   

Avinu Malkeinu,……. 

Avinu Malkeinu, enter our names in the Book of Life for a Blessing.   

 

(Sing:  Avinu Malkeinu…… Avinu Malkeinu….) 


