
A Yom Kippur - 2016 / 5777 

Imaging our Year: A Guided Meditation 

© 2016 Rabbi Micah Becker-Klein 

 

Good morning. Gut yontif.  

This morning I am going to be speaking on meditation, and the power to 

connect deeply with one’s self and with the world. Mediation in Judaism has 

evolved alongside rabbinic Jewish practice. Certainly within the text of the 

Tanakh, the Hebrew Bible, there are references to individuals who are in 

meditation or deeply spiritual states. Other places, our rabbinic 

commentators understand the narrative to be alluding to meditation. For 

example, in Genesis when Rebecca first sees Isaac, her soon to be husband, 

he is in the field, alone in the late afternoon, and around him is a radiance. 

The tradition teaches us he was meditating and had achieved a high state of 

focus at that time.  
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Another tradition understands the encounter with Moses at the moment of 

his calling to be one of meditation and deep listening. The scene, Exodus 

chapter 3, Moses goes to rescue an escaped lamb, and sees a shrub on fire, 

but not burning. When looked at carefully, one question to ask is, “how long 

does one need to observe a fire until one realizes that the wood is not 

actually burning, but the flame is around it?” That is to  say, Moses may 

have been meditating for a while and had after some time achieved a 

high state of enlightenment, and then came to realize that the flame 

was not burning the wood. There are other examples in the Hebrew Bible 

as well.  

 

As rabbinic Judaism evolved, so too did the idea of meditation or 

hitbodedut   or dvekut , the Hebrew term the reflects an attachment to 

Holiness. While Jewish practice would abhor the notion that one would dare 

meditate on God directly, the practice emerged with many alternatives. 

Earliest forms of Jewish meditation that we are aware of include the 

Hechalot  and Merkavah  meditations. On a simple level, these merkavah 

mystics were meditating on the holy chariot that ascends between the 
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earthly and the heavenly realms. This was based on the imagery early in the 

writings of the prophet Ezekiel. The merkavah  mystics mediated primarily 

on the structure of the chariot itself.  Merkavah  mysticism seems to have 

emerged between the 2nd and 4th centuries of the common era. Hechalot 

mysticism follows as a practice of meditating on the heavenly realm or 

palaces. This type of mysticism seems to have been present from the 4th 

through 15th centuries and overlaps with other types of Jewish meditation 

practices. It is not very different from the buddhist sand art mandalas I 

mentioned on Rosh Hashanah, which are visual depictions of heavenly 

palaces. 

 

In the evolution of Jewish civilizations, Kabbalah, Jewish mysticism, fully 

emerges to its maturity between the 13th and 16th centuries. Of the many 

Jewish mystics, some were proponents of practical kabbalah, some practiced 

theosophical kabbalah, while others practices meditation kabbalah. There 

were a few distinct approaches to Jewish meditation that emerged in 

kabbalah. Of the great Jewish mystics, Abraham Abulafia, a 13th century 

Spanish Kabbalist stands out. Letter meditations, word meditations and the 
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chanting of God’s holy names were among his common practices. In other 

writings there is also the mention of yoga-like movements in merkavah 

texts Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan quotes the practitioners described as “bending like 

reeds.”  

 

Most well known perhaps is the practice of yichudim , or combining unity, 

one of the essential concepts of Judaism. In kabbalah, one would meditate on 

each of the four divine worlds and the aspect of holiness within each, and 

then combine them into one holy spark. Achieving this was part of an 

extremely high level of being, enlightenment, or one on par with the 

bodhisattva in buddhism. Today there are many Jewish meditation practices. 

Among the ways one can explore today include Jewish retreat centers, yoga 

retreat centers, and many places and teachers in Israel as well.  

 

As many of you are aware, I am a practitioner of meditation and have spoken 

about mindfulness and meditation in the past. Over the past year, our 

preliminary Shabbat morning services have included a rotation of mediation 

practices including guided meditation and call-and-response chant 
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meditation. We have even had a few extended guided meditations as well. 

Modern science finds that not only is meditation part of religious 

practice and importance, it is also a part of developing a healthy spirit. 

As much as each of us works on having a healthy mind and body, by eating 

healthy whole foods, getting regular exercise, and stimulating our brains by 

learning, it is just as important to develop a strong spiritual soul through 

meditation.  

 

Meditation helps us to slow down. Creating the mindful space to open up, 

we are able to relate to one another and to ourselves better. Meditation has 

proven to be helpful in battling stress, anxiety, and increasing a sense of well 

being and happiness. Meditation helps us to calm the mind, like the waves 

that lap to and fro on the ocean's shore. Sometimes these waves are more 

active, and sometimes they are calm. With meditation, we can achieve a 

calmness and awaken a higher sense of being.  

 

This morning we are going to meditate together. There are many words 

shared on these days of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. And in the seven 
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years that I have served this congregation, I have shared my vision with you 

of a vital and vibrant Judaism; one that is inclusive and active, creative, and 

innovative. It is not a day on which I think I need to address you about how 

to speak to one another-- with respect-- not one on which I need to remind 

you of how create lasting peace for Israel and her neighbors, how to speak of 

people, of their gender, or of sexuality. In fact, our Torah readings and text 

do the best job at reminding us of the proper way to conduct ourselves when 

it comes to physical human intimacy-- that is only with love and respect. I am 

not going to speak today on these issues which must be obvious in the way 

we conduct ourselves and aspire for our country and  world. Today, now, 

let us meditate.  

-------------------------------------- 

We start with the posture. How are you sitting? I want to invite you to sit 

with your feet flat on the floor, if possible. To find your hips against the seat 

of the chair, and to have your spine straight as you can, holding up your 

shoulders strongly. Sit, consciously and intentionally.  
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We are building a sense of the energy flow of your body, the gift of this 

container that carries us through life, shielding and protecting our soul as 

much as our organs.  

Today we are falling awake. On Yom Kippur, we should feel alive, the most 

alive we can. Meditation is an art of falling awake. Sitting strong, feeling the 

energy of the central nervous system flowing as you take a slow breath.  

Relax. Try to relax your muscles while keeping your back straight and tall. If 

there is any tension in your body, feel it lessen. Let your breathing be 

natural... so that your breath flows in....and out... in a natural rhythm. I 

meditate by taking the breath in through the nostrils, filling my belly with air 

and releasing through the mouth. You might want to try this. In my practice I 

do this with a little sigh. Try that with me. In through the nostrils, filling the 

abdomen, and then release, ahhh...Focus on your breath entering your body 

with a sense of freshness and holiness and releasing any tension as you sigh 

out the breath. Don’t control the breath or overthink it, just breathe 

normally and gently.  
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Inevitably thoughts will appear, you attention may be distracted by them, 

but as soon as you realize this is happening, bring your mind back to your 

breath. It is just your monkey brain. Say “hello, monkey brain,” to yourself, 

and then let it pass. Relax. Breathe. Stay awake. Natural and easy. 

Breathing in newness through the nostrils and breathing out the negative 

through the belly.  

 

As you settle your mind, do not be distracted by others around you. Yom 

Kippur is the day we lay our souls bare and individually are challenged. If 

you are comfortable, close or mostly close your eyes. Remember we are 

falling awake. Think to yourself, “may this meditation bring a sense of 

happiness, a sense of love, a sense of peace to me and to all in the world.”  

 

Keep breathing, with focus, slowly, filling the abdomen, and releasing 

through the mouth with a soft sound.  

 

Imagine this last year winding back in your memory. As we take another 

breath, ground yourself in last fall, to last Yom Kippur. What is a positive 

moment for you? What is a powerful one? Perhaps there was a challenge, a 
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struggle you met. Acknowledge the struggle., for it too is holy and a part of 

you. Breathe... acknowledge... accept. Consider now, as we breathe again, 

of a moment of light and love from last fall. Lift up a smile of gratitude, allow 

yourself to feel love.  

 

As we continue to breathe, fill your belly with air and move our thoughts to 

the winter. Releasing with a sigh, and with fresh eyes, think about a 

moment of laughter from last winter. Like sparkle of holiness, it dances in 

your mind’s eye. Sitting tall, graceful, and awake while you meditate on the 

winter past. What was the moment of cold for you? The ice that marked the 

winter. Take a breath, acknowledge the ice, the cold, as you release the 

breath, realize it too is a necessary part of life. The ice is also part of the 

water, the mayyim hayyim , the waters of life. As you take another breath into 

your belly, consider now a candle in you mind's eye, just above the bridge of 

the nose. Your shamash . This is the light of your life, one that gives light to 

others, to the world, holy light. Your light, your light is a holy light. As you 

take another breath in, imagine you are a candle giving light into the 

darkness, and a little warmth into a world that can be cold and with ice. 
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Imagine you are the light of love and acceptance, one that is the light of God. 

Hold that light, feel its warmth, see that light.  

 

And now we slowly breathe our way from winter into the spring.  

Once more, a breathe in and we feel the renewing green of spring. Feel the 

energy of the earth, of the foundation that holds us coming through your feet, 

up through your ankles, legs, knees, thighs, hips, abdomen, chest, heart, 

shoulders, arms, neck, head, and crown. You are a tree of life, an etz hayyim . 

Trunk strong; roots so deep, the shorashim  reach down and interconnect. 

Think about a way you grew this year. Consider the growth of the garden, as 

it comes into being, each year, unwinding, sending shoots, flowers, and 

seeds. Another breath in fills you with freshness and a sense of renewal. You 

are awakening at the coming of dawn. The renewal of the spring. Breathing 

our way through the year.  

 

As you take  the next breath in, consider one event of significance of your 

summer. Someone you saw, a place you visited, something you were able to 

learn. No matter what the story or the journey, you are here. Recognize the 

blessing of life, here and now. No matter how much you struggled, cried in 
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pain, or felt abandoned, you are alive. You are here .You are alive and blessed 

with the gift of life. Allow this mediation to fill you with a sense of life and 

love. Present, alive today. We are fully awake. With another breath, 

acknowledge your effort to grow and renew. Allow yourself to feel accepted 

and loved. Perhaps as you take a breath in, give yourself a gentle hug. Be 

happy. It is a simple gift. Begin today. You can even smile a little; maybe 

inside. Go ahead, it’s ok, smile.  

 

Slowly bring your attention back into the sanctuary and this room. Allow 

yourself to become present again. Stretch your body physically, rub your 

eyes, smile at your neighbor. Find your breath, its regular rhythm.  Find 

yourself in this room, in that chair, in these clothes,  in this life. Fully present. 

 

This is your Yom Kippur offering. Your Avodah . Your personal prayer. 

Your meditation of a year gone by and a year of hopes. May this next year be 

one of new hopes and new journeys for you. May your day and your fast be 

meaningful and one of blessing. May you be fully awake and fully alive today. 

And to you all I simply say, good morning.  
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