
Service-Leading and Music in the Sanctuary During High Holidays 

Much time was spent last week closely looking at the issue of unmasked service leading and music 

presentation in the sanctuary during the High Holidays. The plan had been to require all service leaders 

and musicians to be vaccinated and allow them to be unmasked during services. But, as the delta variant 

continues to spread – even among vaccinated persons – it was important to re-examine that plan, ask 

whether it still made sense, and if so, to develop protocols to keep participants safe from potential 

COVID exposure.  

• Is allowing any unmasked persons in the sanctuary permissible under the new indoor masking 
regulations?  

• Even if it were permissible, would it be safe? 
• What guidelines or rules should we be following in the sanctuary?  

We looked up the Oregon Administrative Rule governing indoor masking and concluded that the service 
leading, singing, and music in our sanctuary qualify as an exception to the indoor mask requirement 
under the "performing" category.  
 
We asked the medical professionals for their input and Dr. Richard Goldenberg spoke directly with Rabbi 
Benjamin about what was envisioned in the sanctuary. Both Richard and Dr. Joe Sullivan agree that 
limited, careful, unmasked leading, singing, and instrument-playing using the masking and distancing 
protocols identified below (even without testing) can be accomplished with minimal risk. 
 
After reviewing the proposed protocols with Sacha Reich (High Holidays Liturgy Chair) and further 
discussion with our medical professionals (who have mixed opinions on the efficacy and benefit of 
testing), a COVID-19 testing provision has been included in order to give greater security and safety 
confidence to in-person High Holidays participants. 
 
The physical layout, likely human configuration, and protocols (summarized below – the full text is 
available on the Havurah website): 
 
General: 

• Only vaccinated persons may be in the building. 
• The only persons in the building who may be unmasked are service leaders, singers, and 

musicians while they are on a bima and while they are leading, singing, or playing.  
• Total attendance in the sanctuary is limited to a maximum of 30 people - the same number as 

B'nei Mitzvah. This includes staff and production team. 

Space: 

• Air purifiers will be in the sanctuary. 
• There will be three bimot that are physically separated from each other. 
• To the extent that it feels safe and appropriate, windows and doors can be open to promote air 

circulation. 

Leaders: 



• Unmasked service leaders, singers, and musicians agree to do their best to use extra precaution 
in the days leading up to their High Holidays participation, by masking, avoiding crowds, and 
maintaining social distance from persons outside their pods. 

• People from different pods can sing from different bima locations - NOT on the same bima 
• The Torah service can be choreographed like we've been doing at B'nei Mitzvah - only one 

person unmasked at a time on the bima 
• The in-person Shofar service will be at a distance from everyone else in the building and the 

shofar blowers will keep a distance from each other (unless they are in the same pod). 

Testing of Unmasked leaders: 

• Anyone who will be unmasked as part of High Holiday services is asked to be tested for COVID 
prior to such unmasked participation. 

• Reliability of test results and availability of testing services will be considerations in determining 
testing methods. 

• Because the CCT medical advisors do not feel that such testing is necessary to maintain a high 
level of safety and security among High Holidays participants, High Holidays leadership is 
authorized to eliminate or revise this testing provision.  

Attendees: 

• Everyone in the building who is not on a bima singing, leading, or playing an instrument must be 
masked, and  

o must stay 15 to 20 feet from any unmasked leaders, singers, or musicians. 
o must maintain six feet of physical distance from any person not in their pod 

• Contact Tracing documentation will be kept for every day of services.  
• Attendees agree to contact Rachel Pollak if they test positive for COVID within 14 days of being 

in the building. 

There is consensus among our medical professionals that limited, careful, unmasked leading, singing, 
and music playing within these parameters (even without testing) can be done with minimal risk. Zero 
risk? No. There is never zero risk. But, we would be unlikely to have an exposure event following these 
protocols.  
 
Why do this? Shouldn't we just ask everyone - leaders, singers, performers - to mask up and add that 
level of extra safety? 
These are our High Holy Days. These are the services that bring us together in community, in prayer, in 
song. In this virtual environment, we want to keep as much human connection and contact as possible 
and seeing people's faces matters. We want to see Rabbi Benjamin's warm, caring smile. We want to see 
the Leyner squint at the Torah and then look triumphant and satisfied upon completing the portion. We 
want to see the expressions on the faces of our singers and musicians as they reach into their own souls 
to touch ours. Yes, this is about the comfort and spirit of the leaders and musicians. But, equally 
important (more important?), it is about the connection and spirit of our community during these High 
Holy Days. That connection will be so much sweeter and more meaningful if we can see the faces of 
those sharing with us and giving to us during the services.  
 
Why don't all the health professionals think we should add testing to the other protocols?  



The health professionals generally feel that the masking and distancing provisions are sufficient to 
create an environment that is highly unlikely to result in an exposure event. There are also concerns 
about: 

• False positive results - more likely in a highly low risk population (like Havurah) and which could 
have further ramifications since OHA considers any positive test to be a true positive. 

• Difficulty of obtaining the more accurate PCR tests, and therefore potentially relying on the less 
reliable antigen tests, which have a higher false-positive risk 

What next? 
We understand that there will be High Holidays participants who will chose to lead/sing/perform from 
home. That is absolutely fine. Our goal in crafting these protocols is to let people know what the outside 
line is and why we drew it where we did. Hopefully that has been accomplished. In addition to sharing 
this with the High Holidays participants, we are now sharing this update in Hineinu so that our entire 
community understands what guidelines we have put in place with respect to our High Holiday services. 
 

Questions or comments? 

If you have any questions about the High Holidays protocols or the updated Guidelines, or if you have a 

comment for the CCT, please send an email to info@havurahshalom.org. Your email will be shared with 

the committee and one of the members will get back to you. 
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