
   
 

 
 

Parashat Ki Tisa – March 5, 2021 – 21 Adar, 5781 

Dear TBE Family and Friends, 

Last fall I was speaking Oliver Goodrich, Cornell University’s Associate Dean of Spirituality and Meaning 
Making, in preparation for his talk on “The Moral Imperative of Racial Justice.”  Our conversation turned 
to the topic of meaningful prayer.  Judaism, as those reading this message are undoubtedly aware, is a 
religion that puts great emphasis on communal prayer and, related to this (I can sketch out the 
connection in another context), also holds closely to a tradition of liturgical prayer.  That is to say, Jewish 
conversations with (or about) God are more often than not mediated by a siddur (prayer book). 

The liturgical tradition can – indeed, is meant to be – empowering, providing us a vocabulary with which 
to reach toward the ineffable, words in which to describe feelings and experiences that we may 
otherwise have little reason to articulate.  But for many, Judaism’s liturgical approach is stultifying or 
stifling, providing a barrier to meaningful engagement, and this can drive them away from prayer – at 
least communal prayer, altogether. 

While I am a great advocate of extemporaneous prayer and believe it to be a vital – I would go so far as 
to say, compulsory – component of the Jewish prayer experience, I want to take this week’s Torah 
portion (Parashat Ki Tisa), as an opportunity to advocate on behalf of liturgical prayer and on behalf of 
communal prayer more broadly. 

In my conversation with Oliver those many months ago, we discussed the growing popularity of 
“spirituality” as opposed to formal religion.  We spoke about the desire of today’s seekers to encounter 
God in terms that seem authentic and that express the pray-er’s desire for transcendence in a voice that 
is uniquely their own – a voice that isn’t always a voice, but sometimes an inarticulable encounter with 
the wonders of the nature world, the awe inspired by a piece of music or art, the experience of 
glimpsing the “nothingness” within.   

This desire is not foreign to Judaism.  It is at the heart of the experience of yirat shamayim (“a sense of 
awe inspired by the heavens”), of Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel’s “radical amazement”, and arguably, 
of Moshe Rabbeinu’s (Moses the Prophet’s) extended encounter with God that provides the backdrop 
to this week’s Biblical narrative.  For it is during Moses’ sojourn on the slopes of Sinai, a period during 
which we are told Moses comes to be instructed by God directly in all the details of Toraitic revelation 
that he will be responsible for transmitting to the people, that the centerpiece of this sedra, the 
construction of the Golden Calf, transpires. 

You see, while Moses is up on the mountain enjoying his “perfect spiritual moment,” the assembly of 
Israel who depend on him for guidance, support, and simple presence, fall into a chaotic spiral of fear 
and anarchy.  All the spiritual energy and direction that had been summoned by their collective 
encounter with God at Sinai just weeks before, suddenly dissipates when there is no focus to their 



   
 

 
 

energies, no direction in which to channel it.  As individuals, they simply can’t “keep it together” 
spiritually, and so they turn to a different collective project, one that proves much less well advised. 

The Sages of the Rabbinic tradition recognized this tendency in all of us.  They realized that while we 
may have moments of great spiritual direction and energy, times when it is within our means to reach 
out to God as individuals and to achieve meaningful connection in doing so, there are equally times – 
often the times in which this connection is most sorely needed – when it is beyond our ability to do 
so.  What is more, our times of need may or may not correspond with those of others. 

For this reason, the Sages decreed it was our collective responsibility – not to God, but to one another – 
to subsume some portion of our idealized spiritual experience, which I believed they recognized would 
not for many people come in the form of communal prayer (and certainly not communal prayer via 
Zoom!) to the larger community’s need to pull together to reach towards God, hoping that in the 
momentum generated by our collective efforts a larger proportion of us might achieve meaningful 
results.   

It is surely not a guarantee.  Communal prayer is hard.  The words can be awkward and seem 
foreign.  The pacing is never exactly right.  The tunes can be off.  The presence of others can be a 
distraction as much as it can be a scaffolding in our attempts to reach inwards or outwards towards 
God.  But it is the wisdom of our tradition that in showing up for others and expecting them to show up 
for us, we elevate all of our spiritual efforts to something more sublime even than a “perfect sunset,” 
inspiring as this can be. 

I invite you to join us as we attempt this ascent together each Shabbat (and weekdays too!). 

  

Shabbat shalom, 

Rabbi Rachel Safman 

 


