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October 5, 2019 – פ״שת ירשת ׳ו  
Shabbat Shuvah Derashah 
HIR – The Bayit 
Steven Exler 
 

Anu V’Atah: Expanding Our Relationships With God 
 
I. 
 
B’ahavah rabbah uv’todah rabbah – with great love and great gratitude: 
 
This derashah studies a central tefillah that we will repeat in every service of Yom Kippur. 
 
But it’s not only about that tefillah. 
 
It’s about us, in some way it is about me, and it is about God. 
 
And because Biblical teshuvah is always about returning to God, as in ךיהל-א ׳ה דע תבשו  (and you shall 
return to the Lord your God) in the Parashat Hateshuvah, Chapter 30 in Devarim which we read last 
Shabbat; or as in ךיהל-א ׳ה דע לארשי הבוש  (return, O Israel, to the Lord your God), from this morning’s 
haftarah; or as in םיהל-אה אוה ׳ה יכ ךבבל לא תבשהו םויה תעדיו  (know today, and restore unto your heart 
that the Lord is God), from the last line of the first paragraph of Aleinu which we sang as the opening to 
Malkhuyot on Rosh Hashanah; this this talk, too, is about teshuvah.  Revisiting, reconsidering, our 
relationship with God. 
 
It asks the hard questions I have heard you ask, and felt in my soul and heart because of you and 
because of the world we live in and from my own life. 
 
And it offers answers which are wholly incomplete and yet answers still, answers which unabashedly sit 
alongside the questions, tempering them, softening them, just coexisting with them, offering their own 
strength and possibility. 
 
And so I begin with this tefillah:  
  

ילאוגו ירוצ ׳ה ךינפל יבל ןויגהו יפ ירמא ןוצרל ויהי  
 
May my mouth’s speech, and my heart’s expression, find Your favor, God, My Rock and My Redeemer. 
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II. 
 
Unetaneh Tokef – that most magical, majestic and powerful prayer which sets the entire tone of Rosh 
Hashanah.  It’s there in SOURCE 1, but we don’t even need to read it.  The phrases leap off the page, 
they move something in us, something ineffable. 
 
1. Unetaneh Tokef - High Holiday Mussaf םיארונ םימיל ףסומ תליפת – ףקת הנתנו 
We lend power to the holiness of this day. For it is tremendous 
and awe filled, and on it your kingship will be exalted, your 
throne will be established in loving-kindness, and you sit on that 
throne in truth. 
It is true that you are the one who judges, and reproves, who 
knows all, and bears witness, who inscribes, seals, reckons and 
counts. You remember all that is forgotten. You open the book 
of records, and from it, all shall be read. In it lies each person's 
insignia. 
And a great shofar it is sounded, and a thin silent voice is heard. 
And the angels shall be alarmed, and dread and fear shall seize 
them as they proclaim: behold! the Day of Judgment on which 
the hosts of heaven shall be judged, for they too shall not be 
judged blameless by you, and all creatures shall parade before 
you as a herd of sheep. As a shepherd herds his flock, directing 
his sheep to pass under his staff, so do you pass, count, and 
record the souls of all living, and decree a limit to each one’s 
days, and inscribe their final judgment. 

 אָרֹונ אּוה יִּכ םֹוּיַה תַּׁשֻדְק ףֶֹקּת ֶהּנְַתנּו
 דֶסֶחְּב ןֹוִּכְיו iֶתּוכְלַמ אֵָׂשּנִּת ֹובּו ֹםיְָאו
 .תֶמֱאְּב ויָלָע בֵׁשְֵתו iֶאְסִּכ
 דֵָעו ַעֵדֹוְיו ַחיִכֹומּו ָןּיַּד אּוה הָּתַא יִּכ תֶמֱא
 לָּכ ֹרּכְזְִתו ֶהנֹומּו רֵפֹוְסו םֵתֹוְחו בֵתֹוְכו

 תֹונֹורְכִּזַה רֶפֵס תֶא חַּתְפְִתו תֹוחָּכְִׁשּנַה
 .ֹוּב םָדָא לָּכ ַדי םָתֹוְחו אֵרִָּקי ויָלֵאֵמּו
 הָּקַד הָמָמְּד לֹוְקו עַקִָּתי לֹודָּג רָפֹוׁשְבּו
 הָדָעְרּו ליְִחו ןּוזֵפֵָחי םיִכָאְלַמּו עַמִָׁשי
 לַע ֹדקְפִל ןיִּדַה םֹוי ֵהּנִה ּורְמֹאְיו ןּוזֵחֹאי
 ןיִּדַּב iֶיניֵעְּב ּוּכְִזי אx יִּכ ןיִּדַּב םֹורָמ אָבְצ
 ןֹורָמ ֵינְבִּכ iֶינָפְל ןּורְבַַעי םָלֹוע יֵאָּב לְָכו
 תַחַּת ֹונֹאצ ריִבֲעַמ ֹורְדֶע הֶעֹור תַרָּקַבְּכ
 ֹדקְפְִתו ֶהנְמְִתו ֹרּפְסְִתו ריִבֲעַּת ןֵּכ ֹוטְבִׁש
 ָהּיִרְּב לָכְל הָבְצִק ֹ|ּתְחְַתו יָח לָּכ ׁשֶֶפנ
 .ָםניִּד רַזְּג תֶא ֹבּתְכְִתו

 
 

ךתוכלמ אשנת ובו םויאו ארונ אוה  – it is tremendous and awe-filled, and on it your kingship will be exalted. 
 

חיכומו ןיד אוה התא יכ תמא  – It is true that you are the one who judges and reproves. 
 

ןידב ךיניעב וכזי אל יכ  – for one cannot emerge meritorious in front of you in judgment. 
 
The drama, the energy, the power, of Rosh Hashanah feeds off of this prayer, which is of course inspired 
to begin with by the power of Rosh Hashanah.  And it depicts that most majestic, exalted and 
extraordinary God, and at its best it inspires us to introspect and be our best selves and resolve to grow 
and stretch and improve in the year ahead, just from the power of that tefillah and the God it describes, 
who in some way I feel when we are all plugged into the tefillah together, standing, eyes closed, upstairs 
or downstairs or wherever we are davening, and bringing ourselves fully into the moment. 
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That’s real.  It’s real for me.  It’s part of my relationship with God. 
 
And equally real are the struggles Unetaneh Tokef raises.  Often whispered struggles, but they shouldn’t 
be whispered, which is why I want to say them out loud here. 
 
They are the struggles you share when we sit together in Elul, checking in and looking ahead to the 
coming Yamim Noraim. 
 
You say: My cherished loved one who was here last Rosh Hashanah and died this year – were they 
judged by God last Rosh Hashanah to die?  For what?  How can I daven to that Judge?  How am I 
supposed to come to shul and face that judge?  Sure, I can step out for Unetaneh Tokef, but how can I 
even quite accept God as King this Rosh Hashanah?  Good things, even great things, happened, too, this 
year, but they can’t eliminate the pain that he, that she is no longer here with us to experience those 
good things, for they were taken way too soon. 
 
And you say: God remembered Sarah and Chanah, as we read on Rosh Hashanah.  When will God 
remember me?  How can it be that I am praying this Rosh Hashanah for the same thing I was praying for 
last Rosh Hashanah – a healthy baby?  Why did I have to go through a year of pregnancy loss and now I 
am still not pregnant?  You ask, when it is written, ןוארבי המכ , who will be created, why am I not chosen 
to create new life?  Was it something I did?  Is God punishing me for not being the best person I can be, 
for something specific?  Do I want to believe in, to daven to, that God?  I do want to, so much, believe 
and pray, but how can I? 
 
And you say: This past year was a year of constant anxiety – about parnassah, livelihood, about feeding 
my family; self-doubt about how I can emotionally support those close to me who are struggling socially, 
emotionally. When it says, ףרטי ימו טקשי ימ , who will have a quiet calm year, and who will feel driven 
crazy, I feel I am in the latter category, even with all the blessings in my life.  Why have I been so 
burdened with fears and anxieties? How, again, can I daven to that God, whose help I so desperately 
need, but who I feel abandoned me? 
 
And I feel all those things with you. 
 
The questions are not so much those unanswerable questions of why bad things happen, why people 
suffer. Philosophers, theologians, and regular plain folks like me have failed to answer these questions 
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since the beginning of human reflection on the divine. If I know anything, I know I don’t have the answer 
to those questions. 
 
The questions are about how to understand and think about an all-powerful King or God, such as the 
one described in Unetaneh Tokef.  How to relate to that God altogether, how to connect with God in our 
lives. 
 
And there are more questions, once we begin to ask.  Questions asked not from criticism or from 
judgment, but from the desire to make sense of it all, to hold together all the things we value: 
 
How to imagine a God that created the whole world but also, in some way, chose one nation for a 
special relationship?  Called out to their forbears and was directly invested in the formation of their 
family, and then the nation, performing miracles for them and freeing them, freeing us, from slavery? 
 
How to imagine that a God who is all-knowing and all-powerful decided to write a book, just one book, 
and that book actually is the Torah scroll that rests in this ark? 
 
And while I don’t know what each of your questions are, I do know that in the first real data set we have 
about the self-identifying Modern and Open Orthodox communities, from the study published by 
Nishma in 2017, we see that fully 1/4 of Modern Orthodox Jews do not tend to believe that God is 
involved in their day to day lives.  Over 1/3 do not fully believe that God gave the written Torah to the 
Jewish people, through Moshe, at Mt. Sinai. 
 
 
III. 
 
What does it feel like to ask, and sit with, these questions? 
 
For me, it surfaces so many feelings.  I feel like a small child, grasping for understanding, for a foothold 
on some idea that seems too complicated for we to get my hands around. And as a rabbi offering 
spiritual guidance to people at some of life’s most important and also most challenging moments, I 
sometimes feel a knot of worry in my stomach – what if I give the wrong answer?   
 
What do we need God to be for us in these moments, and am I helping connect us to that conception of 
God? 
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And in a part of my theology that I reject, and yet its persistence teaches me so much about what shapes 
us beyond our control and what we have to contend with in ourselves, I also experience the fear that if I 
don’t describe God in a frum enough way, that maybe God will punish me. 
  
Sometimes it’s better, certainly easier, to talk the God talk and walk the God walk but not ask the God 
questions. 
 
But I fervently believe that prayer, and life, do, and should provoke those questions, as so often happens 
in Elul and Tishrei.  If we feel them, and we don’t ask them, at least sometimes, I believe we are 
shortchanging our relationship with God and with ourselves. 
 
 
~ 
 
In some way this cascade of questions begins with Unetaneh Tokef. 
 
So what I want to do in the time ahead, holding all these questions, holding Unetaneh Tokef, is to look at 
an alternative model, perhaps a counterpart model, from the High Holiday tefillah, the Ki Anu Amekha, 
that I think tries to respond to some of these questions.  I want to talk about what that counterpart 
model means to me and where it can lead us, in its content and its framework, its structure, and what it 
opens up for us in our relationship with God.  I want to focus on three areas: expanding our models of 
our relationship with God, the dynamic of our one-to-one relationship with God, and finally, briefly, 
the place of community in this relationship. 
 
And because I think so much of the theological challenge can manifest in tefillah, I hope to share along 
the way some texts, ideas and approaches that can bring us into tefillah even with our questions in hand 
and in heart. 
 
Let me set the scene for this other model, this other tefillah. 
 
If the heart of Rosh Hashanah is coronating God as King, the heart of Yom Kippur – in the Temple and in 
the beit kenesset, in tefillah – is the viduy, the confession.  It’s acknowledging our wrongdoings as the 
beginning of setting ourselves on a better path for the year ahead. 
 
To whom do we want to confess our missteps?  Can you imagine confessing to a King?  Even a merciful 
king who passes every subject under their gaze like a shepherd with their sheep.  Still, a king barely 
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knows you, and has all the punishing force of the kingdom at their disposal, even if they also have the 
royal pardon.  It’s scary.  Do you want to tell a king what you did wrong? 
 
 
IV. 
 
It’s into this space, in the moment of leading into the collective viduy, the Ashamnu, in every single Yom 
Kippur service, that the tefillah of Ki Anu Amekha emerges, in SOURCE 2. 
 
The power of this tefillah, which is, for me, one of the absolute high points of each Yom Kippur tefillah, is 
in its simplicity, its brevity, and its breadth.  Let’s sing it one time through and take in the words, the 
pairings, as we go, and then we can return to dissect it and where it comes from and try to understand 
what role it can play in our theology.   
 
[SING] 
 
2. Ki Anu Amecha - Yom Kippur Machzor רופכ םויל רוזחמ – ךמע ונא יכ 
Our God, and God of our fathers! 
Pardon us, forgive us, atone for us. 
 

For We are your nation; and You are our King. 
We are Your children; and You are our Father. 
We are Your servants; and You are our Master. 
We are Your congregation; and You are our Portion. 
We are Your inheritance; and You are our Destiny. 
We are Your flock; and You are our Shepherd. 
We are Your vineyard; and You are our Keeper. 
We are Your work; and You are our Creator. 
We are Your dear ones and You are our Beloved. 
We are Your treasure; and You are our God. 
We are Your people; and You are our King. 
We are Your distinguished ones; 
and You are our Distinguished One. 
 

We are brazen-faced; and You are merciful and gracious. 
We are stiff-necked; and You are slow to anger. 
We are full of iniquity; and You are full of compassion. 
Our days are like a passing shadow; and You are the 
same and Your years will not end. 

  ּוניֵתֹובֲא יֵהx-ֵאו ּוניֵהx-ֱא
 .ּונָל רֶּפַּכ ,ּונָל לַחְמ ,ּונָל חַלְס

 

  ּוניֵהx-ֱא הָּתְַאו iֶּמַע ּונָא יִּכ
  ּוניִבָא הָּתְַאו iֶינָב ּונָא
  ּוֵננֹודֲא הָּתְַאו iיֶדָבֲע ּונָא
  ּונֵקְלֶח הָּתְַאו iֶלָהְק ּונָא
  ּונֵלָרֹוג הָּתְַאו iֶתָלֲַחנ ּונָא
  ּונֵעֹור הָּתְַאו iֶנֹאצ ּונָא
  ּונֵרְטֹונ הָּתְַאו iֶמְרַכ ּונָא
  ּונֵרְצֹוי הָּתְַאו iֶתָּלֻעְפ ּונָא
  ּונֵדֹוד הָּתְַאו iֶָתיְעַר ּונָא
  ּוניֵהx-ֱא הָּתְַאו iֶתָּלֻגְס ּונָא
  ּונֵּכְלַמ הָּתְַאו iֶּמַע ּונָא
 .ּונֵריִמֲאַמ הָּתְַאו iיֶריִמֲאַמ ּונָא

 

  ןּוּנְַחו םּוחַר הָּתְַאו םִינָפ יֵּזַע ּונָא
  ִםיַּפַא |ֶרֶא הָּתְַאו ףֶֹרע יֵׁשְק ּונָא
  םיִמֲחַר אֵלָמ הָּתְַאו ןֹוָע יֵאֵלְמ ּונָא
 iיֶתֹונְׁשּו אּוה הָּתְַאו רֵבֹוע לֵצְּכ ּוניֵָמי ּונָא
xּוּמִָּתי א. 
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A few things jump out at me immediately. 
 
First, there appears to be radical disorder.  What is the organizing principle of this poem?  So many short 
piyyutim, liturgical poems, like this follow an alphabetical arrangement, or even an incomplete 
alphabetical arrangement.  Atah (א) Avinu, Anu (ב) Banekha, Atah (ג) Gedulateinu, or something like 
that. 
 
This one feels completely random. 
 
Maybe it’s not alphabetical because it’s following some kind of logical order which was more important 
than the aesthetic?  But it’s hard to find anything.  It doesn’t seem to go from greater power differential 
to less, or vice versa.  We have lovers in the fourth to last line, and then we revert to nation and king in 
the last line.  It’s not quite chiastic, with the outer sections matching and the inner sections matching, 
although there are lots of more nature-y, earth-y lines in the middle. 
 
Is it perhaps a scatterplot of ideas because it is unrealistic or unreasonable to expect our relationship 
with God, in the end of the day, to be neat, orderly and alphabetical?  I can only wonder.  I know my 
relationship with God often feels like that scatterplot. 
 
So many things at once. 
 
God as ונרטונ , our protector, after just missing a moment of potential sanger and feeling relieved and 
safe. 
 
God as ונתיער , our lover, singing Lekha Dodi on Friday night here, and truly feeling that we are here 
loving God together. 
 
And then, stretches of vacancy, of emptiness, at best sensing ונכלמ , God as some distant King of the 
universe out there. 
 
But can it be all of these things?  Don’t they contradict each other?  Your parent can’t be your lover, and 
the vineyard watchmen is not likely to be the king. 
 
The best answer I can offer to that is the words of Walt Whitman, who in some sense speaks a profound 
religious truth in a very few words.  Something that defies logic, but not God.  It’s his words in SOURCE 3: 
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3. Walt Whitman (19th c America) “Song of Myself, Part 51” 
Do I contradict myself? 
Very well then I contradict myself, 
(I am large, I contain multitudes.) 
 

 
If it is true of the human, made in the image of God, how much the more so must it be true of the 
human in relationship with God. 
 
 
~ 
 
Now what this piyyut introduces – all the metaphors for our relationship with God – is not in any way 
new.  The Bible is replete with all these descriptions, as we will see in the source this piyyut is based on.  
Different ones for different times and situations. 
 
What is more unique about this piyyut is that it throws them together all at once, creating this multitude 
in one place, forcing us to think about how they coincide and interplay and what they mean in 
relationship to one another, and whether God could be all of them at once. 
 
The authorship and dating of this amazing piyyut are not known.  But, as we will see, this concept, this 
model of a multi-metaphor God relationship does not begin with the paytan, the author of this poem.  
This very piyyut has its roots in a Midrash from Shir Hashirim Rabbah, on the pasuk in Shir Hashirim 
Chapter 2 Verse 16 that states, םינשושב הערה ,ול ינאו יל ידוד .  My beloved is to me, and I am his, who 
browses among the lilies. 
 
The midrash sees the reciprocity of relationship, that each lover is something to the other, and, as the 
Rabbis always do, imagining this as allegory for the relationship between the children of Israel and God, 
fills in the specifics of that relationship. 
 
In SOURCE 4, let’s look at the first half of that midrash. 
 
4. Shir HaShirim Rabbah 2:16 זט/ב הבר םירישה ריש 
“My beloved is mine and I am his”. God is my God and I 
am God’s nation. God is my God, - I am the Lord thy God 
(Exodus 20:2). I am God’s people and nation, as it says, 
Attend unto Me, O My people, and give ear unto Me, O My 
nation (Isaiah 51:4). 

 ֹול ִינֲַאו ,םיִהx-אֵל יִל אּוה ,ֹול ִינֲַאו יִל יִדֹוּד
 :)ב ,כ תומש( םיִהx-אֵל יִל אּוה .הָּמֻאְל
 ,הָּמְֻאו םַעְל ֹול ִינֲַאו ,YיֶהW-ֱא 'ה יִֹכנָא
 יַלֵא ּוביִׁשְקַה :)ד ,אנ היעשי( רַמֱֶאּנֶׁש
 .ּונִיזֲאַה יַלֵא יִּמּואְלּו יִּמַע
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God is as a father to me, and I am as a son to God. God is 
as a father to me: For You are our Father (Isaiah 63:16); 
also, For I am become a father to Israel (Jeremiah 31:9). I 
am as a son for God - Israel is My son, My firstborn. 
(Exodus 4:22), and again, Ye are the children of the Lord 
(Deuteronomy 14:1). 
God is as a shepherd to me – Give ear, O shepherd of 
Israel. I am to God a flock – And ye, My sheep, the sheep 
of My pasture (Ezek 34, 31). 
God is to me as a keeper – Behold, One that keepeth 
Israel doth neither slumber no sleep (Psalms 121:4). I am 
God’s vineyard, as it says, For the vineyard of the Lord of 
Hosts is the house of Israel (Isaiah 5:7). 

 בָאְל יִל אּוה .ןֵבְל ֹול ִינֲַאו ,בָאְל יִל אּוה
 הימרי( ,ּוניִבָא הָּתַא יִּכ :)זט ,גס היעשי(
 ֹול ִינֲַאו ,בָאְל לֵאָרְִׂשיְל יִתִייָה יִּכ :)ח ,אל
 ,לֵאָרְִׂשי יִֹרכְב ִינְּב :)בכ ,ד תומש( ןֵבְל
 ,'הַל םֶּתַא םִינָּב :)א ,די םירבד(

 הֵֹער :)ב ,פ םילהת( הֶעֹורְל יִל אּוה
 לאקזחי( ,ןֹאצְל ֹול ִינֲַאו ,ָהנִיזֲאַה לֵאָרְִׂשי
 .יִתיִעְרַמ ןֹאצ ִינֹאצ ןֵּתְַאו :)אל ,דל
 ֵהּנִה :)ד ,אכק םילהת( רֵמֹוׁשְל יִל אּוה
Wו םּוָני אWְםֶרֶכְל ֹול ִינֲַאו ,'וגו ןָׁשִיי א, 
-ָבְצ 'ה םֶרֶכ יִּכ :)ז ,ה היעשי( רַמֱֶאּנֶׁש
 .לֵאָרְִׂשי תיֵּב תֹוא

 
 
The midrash is highly structured.  It takes the framework of the pasuk, “dodi li, va’ani lo”, and replaces 
“dodi” with “hu”, for God, and then adds a single word after each half.  Hu li l’X, va’ani lo l’Y, and each X 
and Y, God’s relationship to us, and ours to God, is substantiated by a proof text from the Tanakh.  
Beautiful and elegant. 
 
Four cases are given in the first half of this midrash, and each of them becomes a line in the piyyut in 
front of us. 
 
From the midrash we get the basis for: 

  ּוניֵה�-ֱא הָּתַאְו �ֶּמַע ּונָא יִּכ

  ּוניִבָא הָּתַאְו �יֶנָב ּונָא

 

And then, skipping a few lines down: 

  ּונֵעֹור הָּתַאְו �ֶנֹאצ ּונָא

  ּונֵרְטֹונ הָּתַאְו �ֶמְרַכ ּונָא

 
And then two interesting things happen. 
 
First, the paytan adds a whole host of relationships that were not in the midrash. 
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Now, some of the relationships are fully based on pesukim, like ונרצוי התאו ךתלועפ ונא , which likely bases 
itself on a pasuk in Yishayahu which describes God as our Maker and we as God’s product or handiwork.  
Or like ונדוד התאו ךתיער ונא , which draws directly from the pairing of the two lovers in Shir Hashirim. 
 
But one line goes a small step further.  ונלרוג התאו ךתלחנ ונא , which uses a pasuk in Yishayahu in which 
God calls Israel יתלחנ , my portion.  But there is no obvious source in the Tanakh that calls God our לרוג  – 
our lot, or our fate.  The paytan makes a leap – a very small leap, but a leap nonetheless, in inferring 
from what God says we are to God, to declare what God is to us.  In one sense it seems like a non-
controversial thing to do, but at another level, it is a post-Biblical, late Rabbinic new name, or new 
descriptor, for God. 
 
The message here to me is not trivial.  We are inspired by the models in the Tanakh for our relationship 
with God.  But we can expand upon them.  The canon of ways of thinking about our relationship with 
God is not closed at the end of the Bible.  And I don’t believe it is closed at the end of the period of the 
Gemara or the medieval period, either.  As we will see later, none other than the Piacezner Rebbe, the 
rabbi of the Warsaw ghetto, invited people as part of their spiritual growth to imagine their own vision 
of their relationship with God. 
 
That was all point number one - the paytan adds some things that were not in the midrash, and the 
opportunity for us to develop new metaphors. 
 
Point number two is that the paytan doesn’t just add to this midrash in creating this piyyut.  The paytan 
also leaves out of this piyyut a massive portion of the midrash – the whole, larger, second half.  Let’s 
turn our attention to that now by going back to SOURCE 4 in the middle. 
 
4. Shir HaShirim Rabbah 2:16 (cont’d) זט/ב הבר םירישה ריש 
God fights for me against those that challenge me, and I fight 
for God against those that provoke God. God fights against 
those that challenge me, since God slew the firstborn of Egypt, as it 
says, For I will go through the land of Egypt (Exodus 12:12), and 
further, And it came to pass at midnight, that the Lord smote all the 
firstborn (ib. 29). I fight against those that provoke God, since I 
sacrificed the gods of Egypt. God said, And against all the gods of 
Egypt I will execute judgements (ib. 12), and I sacrificed them to 
God, as it says, Lo, if we sacrifice the abomination of the Egyptians 
before their eyes (ib. 8:22), and also, They shall take to them every 
man a lamb, according to their fathers’ houses (ib. 12:3).  

 ,ןיִסיִעְכַמְּב ֹול ִינֲַאו ןיִאִינְקַמְּב יִל אּוה
 ,ִםיַרְצִמ יֵרֹוכְּב הָּכִהֶׁש ,ןיִאִינְקַמְּב יִל אּוה
 ץֶרֶאְב יִּתְרַבְָעו :)בי ,בי תומש( רַמֱֶאּנֶׁש
 יִצֲחַּב יְִהַיו :)טכ ,בי תומש( ִםיַרְצִמ
 ֹול ִינֲַאו .רֹוכְּב לָכ הָּכִה 'ַהו הְָליַּלַה
 ןְֵכו .ִםיַרְצִמ יֵהxאֵל יִּתְחַבָּזֶׁש ,ןיִסיִעְכַמְּב
 ִםיַרְצִמ יֵהWֱא לָכְבּו :)בי ,בי תומש(
 ,ֹול םיִּתְחַבְז ִינֲַאו .םיִטָפְׁש הֶׂשֱעֶא
 תֶא חְַּבִזנ ןֵה :)בכ ,ח תומש( רַמֱֶאּנֶׁש
 :)ג ,בי תומש( ןְֵכו .ִםיַרְצִמ תַבֲעֹוּת
 .ֹתבָא תיֵבְל הֶׂש ׁשיִא םֶהָל ּוחְִקְיו
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The next bit of the midrash maps out a different type of relationship even as it uses the same syntactic 
frame of “Hu li X, va’ani lo Y”, but now the X and Y are not descriptions of complimentary relationships, 
but equal and opposite actions.  Now the יל  does not mean to me, but for me, like on my behalf. 
 
God goes to bat for me with those who would challenge me, as it says that God slew the firstborn of 
Egypt, and I went to bat for God with those who would provoke God, as it says, we slew the Gods of 
Egypt – remember that the Torah describes that there was some kind of lamb worship in ancient Egypt, 
so the korban Pesah was not just a sign of worshipping the Israelites’ god, but actually a deicide of the 
Egyptian god. 
 
Even though this line of the midrash is simply basing itself on pesukim, it is saying something fairly 
radical on the face of it – God defends us, and we defend God.  Or God stands up for us, and we stand 
up for God, in a way that each of us, so to speak, need!  This is certainly much more reciprocal and equal 
than most of the lines in this piyyut. 
 
Whereas in the piyyut what is equal and opposite is the framework, the “Hu li X, va’ani lo Y”, the X and Y 
almost always delineate a major power differential.  In this second half of the midrash, encompassing far 
more examples than the first half, the overwhelming message is of reciprocity and almost, or complete, 
equality.  Sometimes there are small differences, but they are small. 
 
And so continues the midrash – God asks us to keep the mixed wine flowing, whatever that means, and 
we ask for God to keep the friendship flowing.  God praises us and we praise God. 
 
4. Shir HaShirim Rabbah 2:16 (cont’d) זט/ב הבר םירישה ריש 
God said to me: ‘Let not mingled wine be wanting,’ as it 
says, Thy navel is like a round goblet, wherein no mingled 
wine is wanting (S.S. 7:3), and I said to God, ‘You are my 
well beloved friend, let Your kindness never be wanting,’ 
as it says, The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want 
(Psalms 23:1). 
R’ Judah B’ R’ Il’ai said: God sang of me and I sang of 
God; God extolled me and I extolled God; God called me, 
“My sister, My beloved, My dove, My perfect one,’ and I said to 
God, ‘This is my beloved and this is my friend.’ God said to me, 
“Behold thou art fair, my love’ (1:15), and I said to God, ‘Behold 
thou art fair, my beloved, yea pleasant’ (1:16). God said to me, 
‘Happy art thou, O Israel, who is like unto thee’ (Deut. 33:29), 
and I said to God, ‘Who is like unto Thee, O Lord, among the 
mighty’ (Exodus 15:2). God said to me, ‘And who is like Thy 
people, like Israel, a nation one in the earth’ (II Samuel 7:23), 

 רַמֱֶאּנֶׁש ,גֶזָּמַה רַסְֶחי לַא יִל רַמָא אּוה
 רַהַּסַה ַןּגַא �ֵרְרָׁש :)ג ,ז םירישה ריש(
 אּוה ְּתַא ֹול יִּתְרַמָא ִינֲַאו ,ֶגזָּמַה רַסְֶחי לַא
 ,םָלֹועְל |ָתּובִט רַסְחֶל אָל אָבָט יִמֲחַר
 'ה :)א ,גכ םילהת( רַמָא ְּתַאְד הָמ |ַאיֵה
 .רָסְחֶא אW יִֹער
 אּוה ,יאָעְלִא יִּבַר רַּב הָדּוְהי יִּבַר רַמָא
 ִינֲַאו ִיּנַסְלִק אּוה ,ויִּתְרַּמִז ִינֲַאו ִיּנַרְּמִז
 :)ב ,ה םירישה ריש( ִינַאָרְק אּוה ,ויִּתְסַּלִק
 ּהיֵל יִּתְרַמָא ִינֲַאו ,יִתָּמַת יִָתנֹוי יִָתיְעַר יִֹתחֲא
 .יִעֵר ֶהְזו יִדֹוּד ֶהז :)זט ,ה םירישה ריש(
 הָָפי ָ�ּנִה :)א ,ד םירישה ריש( יִל רַמָא אּוה
 ,א םירישה ריש( ֹול יִּתְרַמָא ִינֲַאו ,יִָתיְעַר
 יִל רַמָא אּוה .םיִָענ ףַא יִדֹוּד הֶָפי Yְנִה :)זט
 ,Yֹומָכ יִמ לֵאָרְִׂשי Yיֶרְׁשַא :)טכ ,גל םירבד(
 הָֹכמָכ יִמ :)אי ,וט תומש( ֹול יִּתְרַמָא ִינֲַאו

 ,זי א םימיה ירבד( יִל רַמָא אּוה .'ה םיִלֵאָּב
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and I declare the unity of God’s name twice daily, saying, ‘Hear 
O Israel the Lord our God, the Lord is one’ (Deuteronomy 6:4). 
When I require anything, I seek it only from God’s hand, as 
it says, ‘And it came to pass in the course of those many days 
that the King of Egypt died…and God heard their 
groaning…and God saw the children of Israel’ (Exodus 2:23, ff). 
And when God required anything, God sought it only from 
me, as it says, Speak ye unto all the congregation of Israel, 
saying (ibid 12, 3). 
When I required something, I sought it only from God’s 
hand, as it says, And when Pharaoh drew nigh, the 
children of Israel lifted up their eyes, etc (ibid 14,10). And 
when God required something, God sought it only from 
me, as it says, Speak to the children of Israel, that they 
take for Me an offering (ibid 25:2). 
When I was in distress I sought assistance only from God: 
And the children of Israel cried unto the Lord; for he had 
nine hundred chariots of iron; and…he mightily oppressed 
the children of Israel (Judges 4:3). What is meant by 
‘mightily’? With insults and blasphemies. When God 
required something God sought it only from me, as it says, 
And let them make me a sanctuary (Exodus 25:8).  

 ִינֲַאו ,ץֶרָאָּב דָחֶא יֹוּג לֵאָרְִׂשי Yְּמַעְּכ יִמּו :)אכ
 :)ד ,ו םירבד( ִםיַמֲעַּפ םֹוי לָכְּב ֹומְׁש תֶדֶַחיְמ
 ,דָחֶא 'ה ּוניֵהW-ֱא 'ה לֵאָרְִׂשי עַמְׁש
 ,ֹוָדּיִמ אָּלֶא יִּתְעַבָת אx רָבָּד יִל ֶהיְִהּיֶׁשְכִל
 םיִָמּיַב יְִהַיו :)הכ גכ ,ב תומש( רַמֱֶאּנֶׁש
 'וגו ִםיַרְצִמ �ֶלֶמ תָָמַּיו םֵהָה םיִּבַרָה
-ֱא אְַרַּיו ,םָתָקֲַאנ תֶא םיִהW-ֱא עַמְִׁשַּיו
Wרָבָּד ֹול ֶהיְִהּיֶׁשְכּו .לֵאָרְִׂשי ֵינְּב תֶא םיִה 
xרַמֱֶאּנֶׁש ,יִָדּיִמּו ִיּנֶּמִמ אָּלֶא ֹותֹוא עַבָת א 
 לֵאָרְִׂשי תַדֲע לָּכ לֶא ּורְּבַּד :)ג ,בי תומש(
 ,ֹרמאֵל
 ,ֹוָדּיִמ אָּלֶא יִּתְעַבָת אx רָבָּד יִל ָהיָהֶׁשְּכ
 ביִרְקִה ֹהעְרַפּו :)י ,די תומש( רַמֱֶאּנֶׁש
 רָבָּד ֹול ָהיָהֶׁשְכּו ,'וגו לֵאָרְִׂשי ֵינְב ּואְִׂשַּיו
xהכ תומש( רַמֱֶאּנֶׁש ,ִיּנֶּמִמ אָּלֶא עַבָת א, 
 יִל ּוחְִקְיו לֵאָרְִׂשי ֵינְּב לֶא רֵּבַּד :)ב
 .הָמּורְּת
 ּוּנֶּמִמ אָּלֶא יִּתְעַבָת אx הָרָצ יִל הְָתיָהֶׁשְכּו
 לֶא לֵאָרְִׂשי ֵינְב ּוקֲעְִצַּיו :)ג ,ד םיטפוש(
 אּוְהו ֹול ֶלזְרַּב בֶכֶר תֹואֵמ עַׁשְּת יִּכ 'ה
 ּוהַמ ,'וגו הְָקזָחְּב לֵאָרְִׂשי ֵינְּב תֶא ץַחָל
 רָבָּד ֹול ָהיָהֶׁשְּכ ,ןיִפּוּדְִגו ןיִפּורֵחְּב הָקְזָחְּב
xהכ תומש( רַמֱֶאּנֶׁש ,ִיּנֶּמִמ אָּלֶא עַבָת א, 
 .ׁשָּדְקִמ יִל ּוׂשְָעו :)ח

 
 
And then the midrash gets so carried away that it drops the “Hu li, va’ani lo”, and just starts ticking off 
places where there are reciprocal frames.  When I needed something, I asked God, as in the case of 
crying out from the pain of slavery.  And when God needed something, a radical theological statement in 
and of itself, God sought it from me, as in the case of the korban Pesah.  And again, when we needed 
something, we sought it from God, as at crossing the Yam Suf, and when God needed something, God 
sought it from us, as in asking for the contributions to build the mishkan. 
 
Now notice the text does something interesting in the very last bit.  It says that when were in distress we 
called upon God.  Here the parallel breaks.  It doesn’t say “when God was in distress God sought 
assistance only from us”, but reverts back to the language in previous sections, “When God required 
something, God sought it only from us.”  You can’t say God cried out to us in distress.  There are red 
lines. 
 
But still, look at this last section.  When we were in trouble, with the Canaanites oppressing us for 20 
years and attacking us with their advanced military warfare, we cried out to God and God delivered us 
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from their hand.  And what God needed something, God sought it from us, as in commanding the 
building of the mishkan. 
 
These last two parallels are quite amazing, in my opinion.  Look at what the text is saying: when we were 
constricted with the Egyptians chasing us down and the water in front of us, choked with nowhere to go, 
God rescued us by making a space for us – a path through the waters.  And then again many years later 
when our stability in our land was endangered, God rescued us.  And when God needed a home on 
earth, God reached out to us, to collect the supplies, and build the house, something, the parallel seems 
to suggest, God couldn’t really do on God’s own. 
 
This midrash has shifted from relationships of power differential, to relationships of intimacy, now to 
relationships of seeming equality, equal in action or the filling of needs even if not necessarily scope.  
The splitting of the sea is a bigger deal than collecting supplies for a Tabernacle.  But maybe that’s just 
how it seems to us.  Maybe for God, I think the Midrash invites us to consider, collecting supplies was 
just as important as deliverance was to us. 
 
Now why did the paytan leave out this second half of the midrash in composing the piyyut?   
 
Maybe it seemed too radical.  It became so equal that it felt diminishing of God to include these lines.  
What would happen to fear or awe of God, if we were just the ones who helped each other out in a time 
of need?  If that’s the case, we understand the paytan’s hesitation, but we are still emboldened by the 
midrash’s theological hutzpah in putting this idea forth. 
 
Alternatively, there may be a simpler reason.  Some of these later examples may have simply defied 
single word descriptions – they were too complex to distill down to a word, or, as we saw, because the 
language in the midrash shifted from “Hu li, va’ani lo” – God is my X, and I am God’s Y, to things more 
elaborate like, “When I need something, I turn only to God, and when God needs something, God turns 
only to me”, the paytan felt this was a different sort of category, a new section of the midrash, and 
therefore left it out of the poem. 
 
There’s a final possibility , though, that I want to focus on for a moment – that this whole bunch of 
examples from the second half of the midrash – that they are all in the piyyut, all packed into one line, 
the only one which uses the same word for what we are to God as what God is to us, just as the midrash 
does in a few places in its second half. 
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I am referring to the very last line, the one that, at the end of the singing of this piyyut, with its rousing 
melody and energizing call, the one we linger on and stretch out – ונרימאמ התאו ךרימאמ ונא .  I would 
wager that you will find about as many translations of this line as there are mahzorim in the world, and 
it’s worth a few moments to understand what is unique about this last line – why it is the perfect closing 
to this theologically important poem.  It comes straight from the Torah in Devarim 26, in one of Moshe’s 
last covenantal summaries, in SOURCE 5. 
 
5. Deuteronomy 26:17-18 חי-זי/וכ םירבד 
You have declared this day that the Lord is your God and 
that you will walk in obedience to God, that you will keep his 
decrees, commands and laws that you will listen to God.  
And the Lord has declared this day that you are God’s 
people, God’s treasured possession as God promised, and 
that you are to keep all God’s commands. 
 

-אֵל iְל תֹויְהִל םֹוּיַה ָּתְרַמֱאֶה ָהוהְ-י תֶא
xויָֺתוְצִמּו ויָּקֻח ֹרמְׁשְִלו ויָכָרְדִּב תֶכֶלְָלו םיִה 
 :ֹוֹלקְּב ַֹעמְׁשְִלו ויָטָּפְׁשִמּו
 הָּלֻגְס םַעְל ֹול תֹויְהִל םֹוּיַה <ְריִמֱאֶה ָהוה-ַיו
 .ויָֺתוְצִמ לָּכ ֹרמְׁשְִלו |ָל רֶּבִּד רֶׁשֲאַּכ

 
It’s a moment when the nation is ratifying a new covenant.  They are a generation past slavery, a 
generation into a free relationship with God.  There is no mountain hanging over their head like the 
midrashic vision of Sinai.  They are choosing to partner with God and enter the land, walking forward 
into the next phase of their national destiny, their national partnership with God. 
 
This word רימאה , the seeming causative of ר.מ.א. , has no parallel in Scripture.  It is a singular moment of 
genuine mutuality.  And the commentaries translate it as anything from choose to exalt to affirm to 
single out to love. 
 
There’s something really powerful about this term and its place here in this piyyut.  On the one hand, it 
holds the place of all those equal and opposite examples in the second half of the midrash.  By using the 
same word for each relationship it covers all the ideas of we praise you and you praise us, we seek help 
from you and you from us, and the like. 
 
And yet, in its context, the “he’emir”-ing takes us all the way back to the first relationship – look at what 
follows each usage of רימאהל  – it’s םיהל-אל ךל תויהל  and םעל ול תויהל .  What are we “he’emir”-ing?  That 

וניהל-א התאו ךמע ונא ! 
 
So we go in both directions at once – we reach the most radical sense of equality and partnership with 
God, and that returns us to the sense that that is all embedded in the framework of the relationship 
between us and God. 
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In other words, part of what it means to be this םע  with its םיהל-א  is that we are truly partners.  And part 
of that true partnership is that it only exists by virtue of our being the םע  and God being the םיהל-א .  Each 
relationship is only possible with, or because of, the other. 
 
And it is in this context, on Yom Kippur, that we can continue on to open ourselves to God and confess 
our wrongdoings.  And indeed it is worth noting that the next paragraph, which is widely presumed to be 
a part of this same piyyut, the last section in SOURCE 2, preserves the structure of we are X and you are 
Y, but changes the mode to focusing on the fact that in spite of all of the relationships mentioned above, 
or maybe because of them, we find ourselves here, filled with wrongdoing, and in the presence of God 
who is filled with compassion, and so we can and should open up and share that with God. 
 
 
~  
 
Where have we come so far? 
 
I believe we have seen this: The Torah itself depicts a wide range of descriptions of our relationship with 
God.  The midrash develops them further, building out a structure that goes from greater power 
differential to more equality and closeness, even to a very surprising degree, taking things we do for God 
and placing them alongside things God does for us to create a relationship that looks almost mutually 
beneficial, mutually need-filling! 
 
The paytan draws from this midrash.  Takes inspiration from it to add other images and metaphors, and 
smashes the order to create a kind of a scatterplot effect, a sense that we bounce and move and shift 
from one model to the other depending on the moment and the need. 
 
And perhaps the paytan removes some of the latter models from the midrash, or perhaps condenses 
them into the final image of absolute structural equals, םירימאמ , which then brings us full circle to those 
equals being a part of what it means to be a nation and its God. 
 
 
~ 
 
And what does this mean for all the questions we asked above, about our relationship with God and 
how it exists in a world with so much that seems to struggle with that God of Unetaneh Tokef? 
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I can only say I think it encourages us to think broadly and be open to these different models.  If the King 
doesn’t resonate, what about the shepherd?  If the one who chose us as a nation doesn’t resonate, what 
about the vineyard guardian or the lover, or the covenantal partner? 
 
It encourages us to flesh out these models. 
 
Let me provide one example.  For me, who was blessed to grow up with loving and attentive parents, 
which not all of us were, and who truly feels like one of the luckiest sons in the world, the התאו ךינב ונא 

וניבא , we are your children and you are our father, is a very powerful metaphor.  Not just because of the 
love relationship I have with my parents, and with my father, and the closeness, and the gratitude, and 
the sense of being held, but also now because I see it from the other side.  For being a father now, I also 
relate to God in this metaphor, if such a thing is possible, as I look at what my children seek from me, 
and locate in myself the things I know I yearn for as a child still, even now as an adult child. 
 
I’ve found myself moved over the last year or two by the words of Evyatar Banai in his song Abba, in 
SOURCE 6, words which I think help me understand what it means to be a child, and a parent, and what 
we might be seeking sometimes in our relationship with God: 
 
SOURCE 6 [SING] 
 
6. “Abba”, by Eviyatar Banai יאנב רתיבא ,״אבא״ 
Abba, I want to stand before You 
To believe that You are a good Abba 
Abba, I need to know that You love me 
Just like that, a good Abba. 
 

Abba, I want to be sure with all my heart 
that this journey will have a good ending 
That everything I am going through along the way 
will turn weakness into great strength.   

Abba, I want to go back to myself 
to find You there with me 
At my core, I am wholly good, Abba 
And there I believe in myself. 

 ךלומ דומעל הצור ינא ,אבא
 בוט אבא התאש ןימאהל
 יתוא בהוא התאש תעדל ךירצ ינא ,אבא
 .בוט אבא םתס הככ

 

 יביל לכב חוטב תויהל הצור ינא ,אבא
 בוט ףוס היהי הזה עסמלש
 ךרדב רבוע ינאש המ לכש
 .הלודג המצועל השלוח ךופהי
 

 ילא רוזחל הצור ינא ,אבא
 יתיא םש ךתוא אוצמל
 אבא ,רומג בוט ינא ילש רוקמב
 .ימצעב ןימאמ ינא םשו

 

 
If there was ever a tefillah, this is it.  This is, of course, not just a song about lowercase a abba, but about 
the ultimate Abba.  It’s about what we want or need from God, however we understand that God to be.  
For me, it’s one of the things that binds me to God – the belief, the hope, that there might be something 
beyond me, beyond all of us, before all of us, that can reassure us that the ultimate finish line is good.  
That the pain and the weakness results in strength and comfort at the end.  Even holding the belief that 
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the suffering and the pain is a part of the world created by that very same God, that God is still the 
source of my hope. 
 
Is God all-powerful and all-knowing and all-beneficent in all of these metaphors? The midrash and the 
piyyut doesn’t answer that question, and I don’t think we have to in our theologies.  And I don’t think we 
have to stay with one answer for all of those attributes all of the time.  
 
Dr. Marc Shapiro, whom we look forward to welcoming back as a scholar in residence this coming 
Shavuot has done amazing work exploring the different views by mainstream and traditional Jewish 
thinkers over the centuries, and has helped us understand that we are often hindered by being boxed 
into a vision of God that was attributed to – I can’t even necessarily say advanced by, but rather 
attributed to – the Rambam, Maimonides, that certainly reflects an important stream within the history 
of Jewish theological reflection, but was also certainly never the exclusive nor even the majority model 
throughout Jewish history. 
 
The Maimonidean God that some of us struggle to believe in, is also, in turn, quite different in many 
ways from God as conceived by many Jewish philosophers, sages, Kabbalists, and Biblical-era Jews. 
 
This midrash, and this piyyut, I believe, are there to encourage us to be open to not just staying in the 
game because there is more than one way of understanding and relating to God, but also investing in 
actually cultivating and putting forth different perspectives, different feelings, different modes of 
relating to God. 
 
 
V. 
 
One of the most powerful texts that invites us into some kind of imaginative and exploratory work as 
part of our developmental relationship with God, even against what we might consider normative 
Orthodox theology, is this fascinating excerpt of the Piazecner rebbe, R Kalonymus Kalmish Shapira, the 
rabbi of the Warsaw Ghetto, also known by the name of his popular work, the Esh Kodesh.  One of his 
other writings was a long pamphlet, entitled Bnei Mahshavah Tovah, in which he detailed the guidelines 
and activities of a hevraya, an intentional community, made of a group of, in this culture, men, who 
would meet regularly and devote themselves to character refinement and, most of all, to deepening 
their relationship with God, striving to see God in all facets of their lives.  He actually formed such a 
havurah, it is believed, to work on these goals together. 
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The group’s charter, by the way, included encouragement to sing niggunim and even dance in order to 
arouse their spirits to closeness to God.  Sounds like the Bayit! 
 
The Piazecner reports a challenge, and his suggestion in light of it, in SOURCE 7.  This is a long text, so let 
me read and explain it piece by piece. 
 
7. The Thoughtful Community (R. Kalonymus Shapira, 20th c. Poland), 
Sec. 7 

 ז תוא הבוט הבשחמ ינב

A young man has already pleaded to me, saying, "if I could 
imagine a particular image when I stand before God in 
prayer, I would easily be inspired, like one who stands 
pleading before the Omnipotent One who has the power to 
deliver me, or I might tremble and quake from the thought 
and image that I am standing before the throne of glory.  
However, since it's prohibited for me to imagine any such 
image or picture, … this is all impossible for me.  Who 
knows if this might not have been the basis of the sin of the 
mixed multitude, who said, "let us make for ourselves a God 
who will go before us" (Ex. 32:1), that we might see it… 
 

Now, since the foundation of our group is not to rebuke …, 
since in truth everyone longs to be pure-hearted people of 
spiritual ascent, ...  And since the basis of our group is to 
lend a shoulder down to the low place of our peers, to the 
soles of their bodies and souls, and from there to lift them 
through the appropriate means, we must seek for them a 
right repair and advice how to accustom them according to 
their condition. 
 

Therefore a person in this situation, at the beginning of the 
growth and expansion of the mind, must rely on the Raavad 
ob"m who responded to the Rambam ob"m in Laws of 
Repentance 3:7 as follows: "Avraham says- Why does he 
call this one a min?  A number of those greater and better 
etc followed this reasoning etc."  Simply, it is difficult to 
understand the Raavad – this is an explicit verse: "you saw 
no picture" (Dt. 4:15), and similar verses...  According to 
what we have said, it's not that the Raavad would say that a 
person would mistakenly say that there is, God forbid, some 
picture above, forbid our even mentioning it, but as 
mentioned above the person indeed knows that God is no 
picture, God forbid.  It's merely that a person, bound by flesh 
and material and perceptibility invents this for oneself, in 
order that one's thoughts can take hold, grow, and expand, 
and the more God helps strengthen one's thoughts to 
conceive of God in strong, clean conceptions, then a spark 
of prophecy will be revealed to that person, and then the 
physicality of that picture will disappear, and the person can 
imagine during prayer that one is standing before God and 

 יתייה םא ,רמאו ינפל ךרבא לצנתה רבכ
 ינאש העשב תומד הזיא ינפל רייצל לוכי

 ררועתמ יתייה הלפתב ת"ישה ינפל דמוע
 ןנחתמו שקבמש ימ ומכ םינפ לכ לע טושפ
 וא ,יל עישוהל ודיב שיש לוכי לכה ינפל
 הבשחמה ןמ תתרמו עזעדזמ יתייהש
 ,דובכה אסכ ינפל דמוע ינאש ומצעב רויצהו

 ... רויצו תומד םוש יל רייצל רוסאש ןויכ לבא
 התיה אל םא עדוי ימו  .ללכ יל רשפא יא הז
 ורמאש ,בר ברעה אטח תביסו דוסי םג תאז
 ....והארנשו ,ונינפל וכליש םיהלא ונל השע

 

 יכ ,... רעגל אלש אוה ונתרבח דוסיש ןויכו
 ינבו בל ירוהט תויהל םיצור םלוכ םג תמאב
 תא ןיכרהל אוה ונתרבח דוסי לכו , ... הילע
 תופכ דע םירבחה תויכימנ םוקמל ףתכה
 םתולעהל םשמו ,םפוגו םשפנ ילגר
 םג אנ הארנ ןכל ,םהל םימיאתמ םיעצמאב
 .םבצמ יפכ םליגרהל ךיא הצעו הנקת םהל

 

 לודיג תישארב הזכ בצמב שיאה ןכל
 לע ומצע תא ךומסי ותבשחמ תובחרתהו

 קרפ ל"ז ם"מברה לע בישמש ל"ז ד"בארה
 א"א :ונושל הזו 'ז הכלה הבושת תוכלהמ 'ג
 'וכו םיבוטו םילודג המכ ןימ הזל ארק המלו

 השק טושפ יפ לעו  .'וכו הבשחמה וזב וכלה
 ארקמ אלה ל"ז ד"בארה ירבד תא ןיבהל
 הנומת לכ םתיאר אל יכ ,אוה אלמ
 ל"ז ד"בארה רמאש אל ל"נה יפלו ...המודכו

 םוש הלעמל ו"ח שיש רומאל שיאה העטיש
 עדי תמאב ל"נכ לבא ,ריכזהלמ סח ,הנומת
 הנומת םוש לעב וניא ךרבתי םשהש שיאה
 לעב םשוגמ שיא רמוחמ ץורקה אוה קר ו"ח
 ותבשחמ לכותש ידכ ,תאז ול איצממ הנומת
 ול רוזעי רשאכו ,בחרתהלו לדגתהלו זחאהל
 'הב בושחל לכותו ותבשחמ קזחתתו 'ה
 האובנ ץוצינ ןוימדו ,היקנו הקזח הבשחמ
 הזה ינפוג רויצמ הנומתה זא ,ול הלגתי

 ותלפת תעב ול רייצל לכויו ,ולטבתי אליממ
 ןינע ודובכ אסכ ינפלו ךרבתי 'ה ינפל דמועש
 הבשחמה רבשל ידכו ןזואה תא רבשל ידכ
 .תומדלו בושחל הלוכיש המ
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God's throne of glory – matters used just to appease the ear 
and thought. 
 

You, too, member of the group, in dire circumstances 
imagine for yourself that you are standing before God's 
throne of glory praying and pleading of God simply like a 
child crying and pleading before a parent, "please have 
mercy upon me, I can no longer bear the wanderings of the 
body and failings of spirit.  From the time you abandoned 
me and hid yourself from us, I have been surrounded by 
destruction."  What person, even stonehearted, would not 
melt upon imagining this image, standing before the throne 
of glory, a consuming fire, pleading for oneself and one's 
family, and all Israel? 
 

 רייצ קחדה תעשב איירבחה רבח התא םגו
 התאו ודובכ אסכ ינפל דמוע התאש ךל
 ןבכ טושפ ךרבתי ונממ שקבמו ללפתמ
 רבכ ,יבא ילע אנ םחר ויבאמ ןנחתמו הכובש
 תביזעו ףוגה ידודנ לובסל יל רשפא יא
 ךממ ינתכלשה רשא תעה ןמו ,חורה
 אוה ימו ,ביבסמ רוגמ ,ונתאמ ךינפ תרסתהו

 רייצמש העשב סמי אלש ןבא בלב ףא שיאה
 אוה ךיא ,תאזה תומדה תא ותבשחמב
 לע ןנחתמו הלכוא שא ודובכ אסכ ינפל דמוע
 .לארשי לכ לעו ותיב ינב לעו ומצע
 

 
To me, this is a remarkable teaching.  First, it returns to remind us that theological challenges often hit 
us most of all when it comes to tefillah.  Even when we want to pray, when we want to believe, it can be 
hard to believe in an intangible God. 
 
So R Shapira takes a minority opinion in the realm of theology, and interprest it palatably, and applies it 
lightly and carefully, and says, if it helps you on your journey, close your eyes and picture something 
when you pray. 
 
For some of us his dispensation might feel obvious, and for others radical, and for others, somewhere in 
between.  The point to me is that a traditional teacher, in attempting to make room for relationship with 
God on the part of his student, is willing to go out to a theological edge. 
 
R Shapira’s models are from the more widespread classical ones, but what would it look like to try this 
exercise as a part of tefillah, at least once in a while?  To choose an image that relates to one of the 
metaphors in the midrash, or in the piyyut, or to select our own, and to have it in mind when we daven? 
 
Or not only when we daven, but when we pause to ask ourselves what our relationship with God is, or 
means, or looks like?  What if we closed our eyes and imagined something?  Pictured something?  We 
wouldn’t be saying that is God, but that that conjures up some feeling of relationship which is the one 
we want to have. 
 
Sometimes, once in a long while, when I give myself the gift of this opportunity, whether specifically 
because I am in a place of more connection, or specifically because I am in a place of less connection, 
before the Shemoneh Esrei, I will imagine myself like a small child standing on the edge of the earth, 
eyes wide open, and mouth agape, looking out at a glittering sky of stars and Milky Way and beyond, 
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with shooting stars and meteors whizzing by, and sounds whispering into the great expanse of mystery.  
And just picture, and listen, and feel both infinitesimally small, and inextricably connected to the 
entirety of being.  And then daven.  ונמלוע התאו ךיפט ונא  – we are your small children, and you are our 
Universe. 
 
 
VI. 
 
All of what we have said so far has been built on the so-called Xs and Ys in the language of the midrash, 
“Hu li l’X, va’ani lo l’Y”, or the Xs and Ys in the piyyut’s language of “Anu X, v’atah Y”.  That in their 
variety we find room to think broadly about what a relationship with God can be. 
 
But I would contend that as much as the power of this piyyut is located in the specific examples, the Xs 
and the Ys, of our relationships with God, as much if not more is located in the frame of the midrash and 
the piyyut, in the repetitive frame, Anu… V’Atah.  Anu… V’Atah.   Anu… V’Atah.   
 
This repetitive frame is striking in two ways, ways in which it reframes the midrash on which it is based.  
Let’s return again to SOURCE 4.  We notice that the standard frame, of course based on the pasuk יל ידוד 

ול ינאו , is the parallel “Hu li, va’ani lo”.  And so all the relationship metaphors are introduced that way in 
the midrash. 
 
The first thing the paytan does is reverse the order of subjects.  Instead of starting with what God is to 
us, the paytan starts with what we are to God, with the “anu” (we also notice the shift from ani to anu – 
I’m saving that for last tonight).  This reorients us to acknowledge that our relationship with God begins 
with a sense of who we are, either to God, or altogether.  Self-knowledge has to form the basis of our 
connection with God.  In a sense I tried to express this on Rosh Hashanah in talking about the shofar as 
sounding our inner voice, requiring us to first identify our true selves before we can even begin the 
journey to our best selves. 
 
I believe that so it goes with our relationship to God.  Even though our belief in God presumes that of 
course God came before us, but our connection to God begins with some understanding of ourselves.  
We need the ani or the anu, before the atah. 
 
This brings us to the second revelation of the paytan.  It’s what I just said – the atah.  The midrash never 
says atah.  It says hu.  It refers to God in the 3rd person.   
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Again, there’s nothing surprising about that – it’s a reflection of how the pasuk in Shir Hashirim refers to 
the lover’s relationship with the beloved.  Dodi li – he is my beloved.  Va’ani lo – and I am his, she says. 
 
What is surprising is that the paytan transfers this language from third person to second person.  From 
hu to atah. 
 
This tectonic shift cannot be overstated.  This is a huge move.  We intuitively understand – more than 
that, we feel – the difference between relating to God as hu and as atah. 
 
In fact, the more I thought about this change, and the more I thought about atah, the more I came to 
feel that the whole question of our relationship with God comes to rest on the word atah. 
 
I can go through life with a hu-God – a “who(?)-God” – who is just all the things we have said about God 
in our texts and our history, and I don’t have to really wrestle with that relationship all that much.  I can 
put hu somewhere else, even when I daven.  I can talk about him, her, it, God, even a whole variety of 
names for God, without having to bring myself into it.  But when I say atah, that atah is coming from ani.  
There is only an atah because there is an ani.  And then I need to face, engage and confront You. 
 
And more than the challenge of that, I hope, is the opportunity.  When I say atah, I can feel something.  I 
can experience something that is personal and subjective and deep. 
 
 
~ 
 
I am grateful to my brother-in-law R Dr Elie Kaunfer who, in talking with him about this idea, shared with 
me the following deeper development of the atah in tefillah, included in his amazing forthcoming book 
on tefillah: 
 
In the Tanakh, the word ךורב  is almost always succeeded with the word ׳ה .  That is to say, when we 
express blessing or gratitude to God, we do so in the third person.  The notion of adding in atah as a 
regular part of the liturgy, of the most basic formula of a berakhah, was a daring, bold innovation of the 
rabbis. 
 
Not everyone was on board.  The titans of the transition from Mishnah to Gemara, Rav and Shmuel, 
debated the requirement to include atah in our blessings, as the Talmud Yerushalmi records in SOURCE 
8. 
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8. Talmud Yerushalmi Berakhot 9:3 ג/ט תוכרב )היצנו( ימלשורי דומלת 
Rav said: One needs to say "you" [in the blessing formula] 
Shmuel said: One does not need to say "you".  
 

 ,״התא״ רמול ךירצ רמא בר
 .״התא״ רמול ךירצ וניא רמא לאומשו

 
As Rav Elie writes in his book, 
 
“Rav states that one needs to say התא  – to speak directly to God. Rav believes that talking about God 
simply won’t do. The act of saying the amidah – of saying any blessing in Jewish liturgy – is an act of 
speaking directly to God without any mediation. I am able to speak directly to God, and the second word 
of the prayer leads me into that stance.” 
 
And we poskin like Rav, and as the medieval commentary Arugat Habosem explains in SOURCE 9,  
 
9. Arugat Habosem (13th c Bohemia) Vol. 1 p. 127 זכק ׳מע א םשובה תגורע 
Therefore it was established (to say) in blessings: 
“barukh atah”, as if one is speaking mouth to mouth with 
the listener.  

 ,'התא ךורב' תוכרבב ע]ב[קוה ןכ לע
 .עמושל הפל הפ רבדמ וליאכ

 
This is the revelation of the power of atah, which is highlighted by seeing how the paytan shifts from the 
language of the midrash to the language of the piyyut.  It’s a difference we feel in our bones.  More than 
trying to describe it, let me just show it. 
 
Honestly, compare [SING]: וניהל-א אוהו ,ךמע ונא יכ , to וניהל-א התאו ,ךמע ונא יכ . 
 
You feel it, right? 
 
For me, personally, the word atah in tefillah is my litmus test of where I am at with God.  The reason it’s 
harder for me to have kavvanah, I think, when I am struggling with God is because I have to say atah, 
and I can’t rely on anyone or anything else’s relationship with God in that moment.  
 
And sometimes I don’t feel that atah, and it’s hard to say that atah. 
 
But here’s the thing for me, building on what we have learned so far: that atah doesn’t have to be one 
specific thing.  It can be the shepherd or the parent or the God or the lover. 
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Sometimes the atah is no more and no less than the presence I felt at the birth of each of our children, at 
the incomparable miracle of new life emerging, it’s the ונרצוי התא , the You who is the Creator. 
 
And so differently, but no less, for me, it is the presence I felt at the delivery of our girls Temima and 
Yakira whose yahrzeit, which is their birthday, is coming up two days after Yom Kippur.  In that pain and 
stillness and silence, too, for me, I felt a presence, an atah, the atah of הרצב התא ימע , of the You Who 
does not leave me alone in my travail.  Sometimes we do feel that, and sometimes we don’t. 
 
Sometimes the atah is the presence that is manifest in hearing or discovering a Torah insight that is so 
enriching and inspiring that I feel its ultimate source is just atah, ונרומ התא , the You Who is our teacher 
and our Source of knowledge and wisdom in this world. 
 
 
~ 
 
This atah is the one we are invited to imagine, to envision, to place before us, in the Gemara about 
tefillah and our relationship with God that is here in SOURCE 10. 
 
10. Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 22a בכ ףד ןירדהנס תכסמ ילבב דומלת. 
R. Hanah b. Bizna said in the name of R. Shimon 
Hasida, the worshipper needs to see him/herself as if the 
Divine Presence is opposite him/her, as it is said, "I have 
placed the LORD before me always" (Ps. 16:8). 
 

 ןועמש יבר רמא אנזיב רב הנח בר רמא
 וליאכ ומצע האריש ךירצ ללפתמה אדיסח
 )ח/זט םילהת( רמאנש ודגנכ הניכש
 .דימת ידגנל 'ה יתיוש

 
I love this Gemara.  On the one hand, what’s the hidush?  What’s the alternative?  That a mitpallel does 
not need to imagine that God is opposite them when they pray?  What else is the purpose of prayer? 
 
I think this Gemara is communicating two points to us, two points that reinforce ideas we have already 
seen both in R Shapira’s text and in the arguments we have just made about the Ani v’Atah. 
 
First, reinforcing R Shapira’s idea, there is an imaginative, envisioning component to this notion of how 
we daven.  We have to actually conjure up the sense that the Shekhinah is there.  Even in the Gemara, I 
think the idea of the Shekhinah is already among the more “embodied” senses of God’s presence.  The 
idea is to try to actually imagine a manifestation of God ודגנכ  – right there in front of us. 
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In addition to humility and aspiration, there is a part of the atah which actually invites a face to face 
connection with God.  God is not, or not just, above, but also across from, in front of, דגנכ , each and 
every one of us. 
 
By the way, although this is more than an aside, the idea that this is a fulfillment of the verse ׳ה יתיוש 

דימת ידגנל  seems puzzling.  If its application is to the mitpallel, the worshipper, then how is it דימת , how is 
It always?  One possibility is that דימת  doesn’t actually mean at every moment, it just means regularly.  
We place God before us regularly means that in the thrice-daily, ie. regular, act of tefillah, we want to 
feel God right in front of us. 
 
But I think the Gemara may be saying something more.  Do you want to be a mitpallel?  Someone who 
davens?  Who really prays?  Who is self-reflective, as mitpallel is often explained to mean? 
 
So you need to try to place God before you always – to feel like God is not just up there, but right here. 
 
But this leads to the second point from above that I think this Gemara amplifies – that cultivating the 
atah depends on a sense of the ani.  That’s why the Gemara says וליאכ ומצע תא הארי , one should see 
oneself as though.  Not just בושחי  or ןיימדי  – not just think, picture or imagine that God’s presence is 
opposite us, but see ourselves that way. 
 
Strive to know ourselves and understand ourselves and tell our story with God as a part of it. 
 
 
VII. 
 
In this last section of the power of atah, I have described the counterpart as ani.  And, in fact, in the 
midrash, because the verse from Shir Hashirim describes a pair of lovers, the allegory preserves the 
singular – Hu li, va’ani lo.  God is to me, and I am to God. 
 
And as we have shown, the relationship necessarily begins with much exploration of ourselves, and our 
individual, broadly construed and diverse and divergent and ever-changing and dynamic relationship 
with God. 
 
But the paytan of Ki Anu Amekha, recognizing that we are going from here into the viduy which is 
collective, ונדגב ונמשא  – we were guilty, we betrayed, makes the shift to Anu.  We. 
 



 
 

25 

This is the last piece of the God relationship – the collective one, and I will just touch on it, as the hour is 
late, although it deserves much more time. 
 
It’s the recognition that we can – no, that we must – lean on and be inspired by, and wrestle together 
with and confide our struggles about God in, each other. 
 
Anu is a beautiful word.  It is Ani, it starts with me, and then that yod gets longer.  It is stretched, 
strengthened, and stabilized.  That longer tail, that turns ani into anu, is community. 
 
I actually imagine the tip of the yod as the part pointing up towards God.  The tiny leg, just that dotl is 
the “I”.  Then all 200 of us, or 600,000, or 12 million, are dots below that ultimately bleed into one 
straight line, and ani becomes anu. 
 
It’s the consciousness that another avenue to God is just to get into the room with other people who are 
seeking, who are hoping, who are trying, and sing our hearts out together as we do every RH and YK, 
and in this Bayit what we are trying to model is that we do it every Friday night and Shabbat morning, 
and, while on a Wednesday morning at 6:45am we may not sing our hearts out, the religious core of the 
Bayit is built in large part upon those who come and seek God in community every morning and every 
evening. 
 
But it’s of course not only in tefillah, although that has been a focus of our learning and thinking this 
evening, because God is so brought to the fore in that space – in this space. 
 
It’s in learning Torah and acts of hesed and moments of family and community that we can do together 
that we can strengthen each other in the feeling that anu helps us feel that there is an atah. 
 
And, as I always try to encourage, it’s in safe, non-judgmental, vulnerable, and courageous conversation, 
in which we make room for each other’s questions, and share our moments of distance and our 
moments of closeness. 
 
Our atah moments, and what that atah looked like and felt like.  And what it means to us. 
 
I hope and pray we will do more of that in the year ahead, as I have in some small way tried to do 
tonight. 
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VIII. 
 
5780 has begun.   
 
It’s such a dark world, and such a bright world. 
 
It needs our questions and our deep desire to ask them, without fear, even if with trepidation, and it 
needs our answers, incomplete though they may be, and our striving, and our moments of relationship 
with God of every kind, parent-child, lovers, vineyard-watchman, subject-king, and equal affirmer, 
maamirekha and maamirenu. 
 
It needs us not just to say who, or hu, but to say atah. 
 
So let’s join in two tefillot. 
 
The one at the end of our sources, SOURCE 11, by Rabbi Naomi Levy, whose book of tefillot “Talking to 
God” I cannot recommend enough, and then return to Ki Anu Amekha. 
 
The two are, in so many ways, the two tefillot I need in this season. 
 
With prayers for a year of health, peace, strengthening and supporting each other, and of anis, anus, 
and atah. 
 
[READ] 
 
11. A Prayer for Returning to God After Enduring a Difficult Time, “Talking to God”, by Rabbi 
Naomi Levy 

God, I need to know that You are with me, that You hear my cry. 
I long to feel Your presence 

not just this day, but every day. When I am weak 
and in pain, I need to know You are beside me. 

That in itself is often comfort enough. 
 

I do not pretend to know Your ways, to know 
Why this world You have created can be so beautiful, so magnificent, 

and yet so harsh, so ugly, and so full of hate. 
 

There are times when I want to have nothing to 
do with You. When to think of You brings nothing 

but confusion and ambivalence. 
 

And there are times, like this time, when I seek 
to return to You, when I feel the emptiness that 
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[SING] 

 

 

Shanah tovah.  

comes when I am far from You. 
 

Watch over me and my loved ones. Forgive me 
for all that I have not been. Help me to appreciate 
all that I have and to realize all that I have to offer. 

Help me to find my way back to You so that 
I may never feel alone. Amen. 

2. Ki Anu Amecha - Yom Kippur Machzor רופכ םויל רוזחמ – ךמע ונא יכ  
For We are your nation; and You are our King. 
We are Your children; and You are our Father. 
We are Your servants; and You are our Master. 
We are Your congregation; and You are our Portion. 
We are Your inheritance; and You are our Destiny. 
We are Your flock; and You are our Shepherd. 
We are Your vineyard; and You are our Keeper. 
We are Your work; and You are our Creator. 
We are Your dear ones and You are our Beloved. 
We are Your treasure; and You are our God. 
We are Your people; and You are our King. 
We are Your distinguished ones; 
and You are our Distinguished One. 

 

  ּוניֵהx-ֱא הָּתְַאו iֶּמַע ּונָא יִּכ
  ּוניִבָא הָּתְַאו iֶינָב ּונָא
  ּוֵננֹודֲא הָּתְַאו iיֶדָבֲע ּונָא
  ּונֵקְלֶח הָּתְַאו iֶלָהְק ּונָא
  ּונֵלָרֹוג הָּתְַאו iֶתָלֲַחנ ּונָא
  ּונֵעֹור הָּתְַאו iֶנֹאצ ּונָא
  ּונֵרְטֹונ הָּתְַאו iֶמְרַכ ּונָא
  ּונֵרְצֹוי הָּתְַאו iֶתָּלֻעְפ ּונָא
  ּונֵדֹוד הָּתְַאו iֶָתיְעַר ּונָא
  ּוניֵהx-ֱא הָּתְַאו iֶתָּלֻגְס ּונָא
  ּונֵּכְלַמ הָּתְַאו iֶּמַע ּונָא
 .ּונֵריִמֲאַמ הָּתְַאו iיֶריִמֲאַמ ּונָא


