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Chazara / Return
Return to it again and again

How We Shape Our
Jewish Selves
Shoshana Gugenheim Kedem
Anyone who has trained to be a Torah
scribe or a potter, a pianist or a knife-maker,
a chef or a dancer or a social change artist
knows about the principle of chazara. In
the studio we call it refining, on the stage
we call it rehearsal, at the piano bench we
call it review, on the streets we may call it
engagement. One cannot refine one’s craft
without continually returning to the basics,
without focused practice, discipline, and
curiosity, and without the willingness to
be in unknown, unformed spaces.
Yom Kippur liturgy draws on the metaphor of a potter at the wheel, our lives
being formed, like clay, in the hands of our
Creator. But we humans, we Jews, are also creators with an obligation to continue our own
practice of formation, continually shaping
our Jewish lives, both personal and communal. Chazara is a tool to refine our practice,
our Jewish sensibilities. We come to our
Judaism through such diverse avenues, and
we return to it with deliberation. Both the
student of Torah who returns to a text and
the woman or man returning to the fixed
language of prayer represent this chazara,
this return — this continued discovery of
our Jewish selves.
What might we do to craft our Jewish selves
through the same lens? Could we consider
our Jewish practice a discipline that we
return to time and again to refine — both
collectively and personally?
I serve with the chevra kaddisha because I
want to understand who I am as a Jew in the
world of death and dying. The work is at once
repellent and remarkable. But I know that
each time I emerge from the tahara room I
have understood more deeply who I am as a
Jew. I am at once shaped and shaping.
I am struck by the talmudic passage that
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compares the words of Torah to a fruit-filled
fig tree. “Just as with a fig tree, each time
one handles it, one finds more ripe figs [for
the fruits of a fig tree ripen at staggered intervals], so too with the words of the Torah,
every time we study them, we find in them
new flavor.” (BT Eruvin 54b) As a Torah
scribe, I find that no matter how many times
I have read the words of Torah, when I form
the words meticulously with my hand, with
kavannah for the sake of holiness and beauty,
I encounter “familiar” painful passages that
hit up against my sensibilities as a woman.
Nevertheless, I must write them, careful not,
though tempted, to change the language.
And as my ink-dipped-quill shapes each letter, I travel through the white fire, the sacred
white space of imagination that envelopes
the letters, that makes them visible and that
gives rise to thousands of interpretations.
This simple practice helps me draw yet again
closer to the text.
Chazara, then, becomes a discipline, similar
to an artist’s, that frames how we shape
and construct the Jewish self — the ways in
which we cycle back with greater insight and
experience to the holidays, to prayer, to study,
to Jewish parenting, to our practice of mussar,
ethical behavior, and so much more. Rabbi Arthur Waskow first made me aware that I return
to a holiday one rung higher than the previous year, having evolved and arrived at the
season with new understandings. While the
raw materials — the Haggadah or the foods
on the seder plate, the language of prayer,
or the ritual of candle lighting — remain
the same, we are different, and we see new
possibilities for how to work with our “clay.”
Our interaction with the materials of Judaism
become masterful only with time and
discipline and from this mastery emerge new
sensibilities about our Jewish selves.
Shoshana Gugenheim Kedem is a socially
engaged conceptual artist, Torah scribe, and
arts educator (shoshanagugenheim.com). She is
an MFA candidate in Art and Social Practice at
Portland State University.
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On this page, we offer three takes on an unusual prayer, the Hadran, which is recited upon completion of a tractate of
Talmud. Our commentators share their own experiences of saying this prayer, and how it beautifies text study. Our
online version is interactive, and we welcome your comments. —S.B.

Ilana Kurshan:

When completing a tractate of
Sheldon Lewis: To thrive, we need beauty and
Talmud, it is customary to recite a text known as the
meaning to which Ilana Kurshan points in the Hadran.
Hadran. “Hadran” comes from the word for return, and
While we seek them in conversation with companions,
in modern Hebrew it is used to refer to an encore. The
that quest is greatly enriched if we also have access to the
prayer begins, “May we return to you, and may you return
voices of wise sages recorded in sacred texts for millennia.
to us.” May we have the opportunity to do
The Hadran addresses these texts as living
chazara and study this tractate again, because
interlocutors because their words virtually
inevitably we’ll forget some of what we learn;
“We will return to you, holy,
become audible to us. We can almost hear the
and may the tractate come back to us, because
tenor of their voices. The ancient sages who
sacred
texts,
and
you
will
return
we hope that some of our learning will conpopulate a rabbinic text were surely searching
tinue to resonate.
to us; our mind is on you, holy
relentlessly to live with purpose and with
beauty, and they address the modern student
This prayer gives voice to my fervent belief in
text, and your mind is on us;
as well as each other. When we open a page
the power of learning to make the world endwe will not forget you, sacred
of Talmud with a chevrutah, a study partner,
lessly interesting; there is always more to learn,
our dialogue seems often to merge with that
and so there is always a reason to turn the next
beings, and you will not forget
of our ancestors. Past and present connect. A
page and look forward in hopeful anticipation
conversation started long ago can be accessed,
us — not in this world and
at what lies ahead. But in classic talmudic
joined, and applied to a new world.
wordplay, hadran, from the word hadar, also

not in the world to come.”

means beauty and glory. So, the prayer can
also mean, “Our beauty is from you, and your
This translation of the “Hadran Prayer”
beauty is from us,” which conveys the notion
was translated by Kami Knapp,
that each of us, with our own individual life
and appeared originally on ritualwell.org.
experiences and our own unique perspectives,
can beautify the study of Talmud, and the
Talmud can beautify us. For me, both meanings of the term are intimately related: It is the quest to
seek out the beauty in the text — the poetry, the intricate craftsmanship, and the rich texture of the
discourse — that sends me back to the text again and again, ever seeking out that encore.
Ilana Kurshan is the author of If All the Seas Were Ink, published by St. Martin’s Press, 2017, from which this
commentary is adapted.

Kami Knapp: Writing that “...each of us, with our own individual
life experiences and our own unique perspectives, can beautify...,”
Ilana Kurshan aptly signals what inspired me to translate the prayer
Hadran Alakh in my senior year of rabbinical school. I resonated with
the double meaning of the word hadran, “return” and “beauty/ glory,”
and I agreed that both people and texts were sacred. I chose to focus on the Hadran
Alakh prayer because it is about saying “goodbye.” I wanted to acknowledge not only
the ending of my rabbinical studies but also the ending of a chapter in my life that
comprised dear relationships with unique people, each a story, each a sacred text.
Just as we dedicate ourselves to studying our holy texts again and again in order to
learn another lesson from them, the translation of this prayer acknowledges that we
learn from each other, as one sacred text to another. Just as we commit to return to
our literal texts, we should also commit to return to our precious relationships. As
we recite the Hadran on completion of study, shouldn’t we also recite it when we
complete a portion of time with loved ones, friends, and communities? Had I known
of the prayer, I would have recited it when we took my father off of life support and
said goodbye. This sort of recitation gives us opportunities to acknowledge how our
relationships reciprocally beautify each other, acknowledging that relationships are
as sacred as studying our holy texts time and time again.
Rabbi Kami Knapp received her rabbinic ordination from the Reconstructionist Rabbinical
College in 2017. She is the program coordinator for the Philadelphia cohort of the Diller
Teen Fellows.
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We are comforted knowing that our tool box
contains more than our own meager resources.
We stand on the shoulders of centuries of
thoughtful, seeking people. I love to return
to Hillel and Shammai’s debate about how to
kindle Hanukkah lights, to be reminded how
the opinions of both schools were words of
the living God, and to revisit the words of
Rabbi Joshua, a second-century sage, that
Torah is no longer in Heaven but in human
hands. Journeying with these sages has made
my path so much wiser and more beautiful.
Sheldon Lewis is rabbi emeritus of
Congregation Kol Emeth in Palo Alto, Calif.,
and the author of Torah of Reconciliation
(torahofreconciliation.com).

“Idol” by Lihi Turjeman
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Jewish sensibilities are approaches to living and
learning that permeate Jewish culture. The ideas,
values, emotions, and behaviors they express
— emanating from Jewish history, stories, and
sources — provide inspiration and guidance that
help us to respond creatively and thoughtfully to
life’s challenges and opportunities. Sensibilities
are culturally informed senses or memes. This
month, Sh’ma Now explores the sensibility of
“chazara” as we ask: What is it that we learn by
returning to texts, liturgy, ritual, and experiences
year after year? For example, are we different
people, or a new collective, when we annually
re-encounter the Haggadah at the set seder table?

Spiritual Snapshots
Adina Polen
There are two types of “return” in prayer:
The ratzoh v’shov (withdrawal and return) of daily prayer, which is like the tide
coming in and going out, and the special Shabbat or holiday prayers that have a
more drawn-out cyclical nature of return.
On a daily basis, knowing I’ll step in and
out of prayer is comforting and stabilizing.
I have become so accustomed to the words
of the liturgy that I rarely give them much
detailed thought. But when I return to
holiday prayers, I note that time has passed
and I marvel at returning to those prayers:
the same self but wholly different from the
last go around. At this time last year, I was
praying for a healthy birth; at this time last
year, I hadn’t yet moved to Berkeley.
Daily prayer for me usually happens at
home, where I experience it like a trusted
recipe. Returning to the same words every day feels like an act of love, like any
of the regular things we do every day for
loved ones: making lunches, eating dinner
together, singing bedtime songs. Not creative, generally speaking, but nourishing
and meaningful in its regularity. The liturgy has a texture and an arc that I’m at once
deeply familiar with and also aware that
I’m still a stranger to even now at 34 years
old. I’m not sure I’ll ever focus sufficiently
to access all that the prayers truly contain.
Returning to certain verses can serve to
center my attention — such as the r’faeinu
prayer for healing those who are ill, especially if I’m concerned for a friend or
member of my family. Sometimes a line
announces its presence in unanticipated
ways, a mysterious confluence of what I
have on my heart and the verse that I happen to notice in that moment, as I begin to
speak it aloud.
There are times when my need to pray
totally resists being held by the words in
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the siddur. Hitbodedut, a style of prayer recommended by Rebbe Nachman of Bratzlav,
has alerted me to the opportunity to speak
(in private) out loud and extemporaneously with God about everything and anything
that is on my heart and mind. At other
times, when I try to pray with my children,
I work to deepen my appreciation for embodied prayer, allowing the very sounds and
motions we make to become the vehicle for
our prayers, more than the full text of the
liturgy. And yet, I return to the standard
liturgy again and again. I sense an opportunity within the text when I finally give
myself permission to be fully awake to it.
Communal prayer takes on an entirely different quality for me. Especially on Shabbat
and holidays, the private-communal dynamic — being alone in my prayers in one
moment and then with a community the
next — is palpable and powerful. The synagogue community roots me in an experience
of return that we all share, and from that
place I have the freedom to look around,
to pause, to listen to the liturgy as it comes
out of my mouth, or from my neighbors, or
from the community as a whole.
Although I would have assumed the opposite, I feel freer to experiment, to take in
the liturgy in a variety of ways when I’m
davening in a communal context. This
year on Rosh Hashanah, I noticed an older
woman using the publisher’s bookmark as
a line marker. When I tried this, I became
momentarily immersed in a single line of
prayer without feeling anxious that I’d lose
track of it in the sea of others; each passage
received its proper attention.
Days and days return me again to prayer;
so many orbits around the sun. Like seeing
pictures of beloved family members taken
over a span of years, I can recall, when I
return to certain prayers, so many layers
of emotion and experience sparked by my
own history with those verses. It is as if
these words contain spiritual snapshots in
time. I return to this sacred liturgy again
and again forever seeking more, yearning
for the ultimate Divine Source of vitality
within it all.
Adina Polen is the founder of Beyond Noah’s
Ark (beyondnoahsark.org), an organization
that empowers people to become active
makers of their Jewish experience through
text study and collaborative project-based
artistic creation. Sun and Moon, Together, a
book she co-created with her father, Rabbi
Nehemia Polen, was shared digitally in honor of
the 2017 solar eclipse, and is now available in
print (beyondnoahsark.org/shop). Adina lives in
Berkeley, Calif., with her husband, Ariel Mayse,
and their three children.
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Beruriah’s Beit Midrash
Tamar Biala
What do Jews do when things are hard?
Kvetch? Tell a story? When I found myself
anguished as my feminist consciousness
developed and Judaism’s deep patriarchy
came into view, I began to write midrashim.
Midrash literally means to search out, and
is the ancient and effective tradition of
returning to a scriptural text to search out
new meanings with new eyes.
I wasn’t alone. A number of Israeli women
have spent years studying in a variety of
batei midrash, also discovering this strategy.
As the talmudic rabbis did in their time,
women today use the literary tools of
midrash to confront existential dilemmas
and ethical problems. Whereas early rabbis
had the texts of the Tanakh to interpret
and compare, the later rabbis could draw
on rabbinic texts, like the Mishnah; today’s
women have rabbinic literature as well as
Kabbalistic and Hasidic teachings.
Over the past decade I have gathered, edited,
and published more than 150 midrashim
by contemporary Israeli women, in two
volumes called Dirshuni. I’ve chosen two
examples that demonstrate how we return
to foundational texts, chazarah l’sifrei
kodesh, in order to write new sacred texts.
Each example shifts our angle of vision and
understanding, revisits scripture by being
in dialogue with our traditional rabbis, and
arrives at conclusions radically different from
those of the tradition up to now.
The first midrash I’m sharing is written
by Rivka Lubitch, an advocate for women
in Israel’s rabbinic courts. Her textual
renderings take place in an imaginary house
of study, “Beruria’s beit midrash,” the site
of juicy debates between wise and learned
women. Her midrash grapples with the
biblical rights of women to acquire property.
She tries to understand how we know that
Avraham and Sarah shared equally in their
property. In midrashic fashion, she chooses
a text and mines the sources around it. Her
“prooftext” is based on Genesis 12:5: “and
all the wealth they made.” Then, she raises a
question: What if the verse isn’t referring to
Sarah but to Avraham’s nephew Lot, as the
full verse reads: “and Avraham took Sarai
his wife and Lot his brother’s son and all the
wealth that they had made and the souls they
made in Haran”?
A classic rabbinic midrash on this verse
(Midrash Breishit Rabbah 39:14) explains
“the souls they made,” to mean people
whom they had converted to monotheism,
the men converted by Avraham, and the
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women, by Sarai. Rivka takes this midrash
and creates a syllogism: “The wise women
answered: Our rabbis interpreted ‘and the souls
they made in Haran’ to mean ‘Avraham would
convert the men and Sarai, the women. So too
we should interpret “the wealth they made” to
mean that they did it together, and it belongs to
the two of them together.’”
Ayala Tzruyah, a member of Kibbutz Yavneh
who died in 2016, addresses judgmental
attitudes toward women who have been
raped. Exploring this twisted assessment,
she returns to the traditional story about the
rape of Jacob’s daughter Dinah in Genesis 34
by Shekhem ben Hamor, the son of a local
gentile notable. Tzruya quotes the rabbinic
midrash (Yalkut Shimoni, Vayishlah, 134)
describing the cruel fate Dinah’s brothers
wanted to mete out to the daughter that
Dinah conceived after her rape: “And Jacob’s
sons sought to kill her. They said: ‘Will all the
land now say that there is a whore’s daughter
in Jacob’s tents?’ What did Jacob do? He etched
the Name of the Holy One on a frontlet, hung it
on her neck, and sent her away.”
In her midrash, “And Dinah His Daughter,”
Tzruyah takes the original midrash and
adds new details that shift the moral
judgment. She does this by playing on
the name Osnat, as Dinah’s daughter was
known in the rabbinic tradition. Tzruyah
writes: “And they didn’t speak with her once
she was pregnant, but sought to kill her, as was
written ‘will our sister be treated like a whore?’
(Genesis 34:31) Will all the land now say there
is a whore’s daughter in Jacob’s tents? Dinah’s
brothers called the daughter Osnat, so that she
should remember her shameful birth, and her
mother and her rape and disaster (onsah veasonah), on account of her going out to see the
daughters of the land.” (Genesis 34:1)
Tzruyah continues, and explains Jacob’s act
of providing his granddaughter an amulet for
her protections, as pushing back against his
sons. And Jacob called “her At-Nes (You Are
a Miracle), and he marked her with the golden
frontlet...” In her midrashic interpretation
of the name, Jacob didn’t see in Dinah’s
daughter shame, guilt, and catastrophe, as
did his sons. Rather, he saw a symbol of
something good.
These women return to and rewrite stories
using classic midrashic tools to create the
next shelf in the Jewish bookcase, a shelf
whose contents will be real, relevant, and
challenging to us all.
Tamar Biala is working on an English edition
of her anthology of midrashim, Dirshuni:
Midreshei Nashim. She can be reached at
dirshuni@gmail.com. Translated from the
Hebrew by Yehudah Mirsky.

Reclaiming Activism
Chaim Seidler-Feller
For the first time in all my years as an
activist, I was arrested last April along with
35 clergy colleagues who defiantly
blocked access to the Immigration and
Customs Enforcement detention center in
downtown Los Angeles. I participated in the
demonstration because of my conviction
that the restrictive immigration policies of
our government violate the principles of
the America that welcomed my immigrant
parents and wife, and also contradict core
teachings of our tradition.
Given that our action coincided with both
Holy Week and Passover, the experience
had a poignant spiritual quality. The
Christian ministers came forward to
wash the feet of a group of Hispanic
immigrants, one of whom was the wife of
a detainee, and we rabbis explained how
the seder symbols signified freedom and
redemption. Locking arms with Muslims,
Sikhs, Buddhists, Christians, and Baha’is,
I felt that the moment was holy and that
our unified resistance would ultimately
overcome the xenophobic currents in
our society.
My return to Jewish activism is marked
by a feeling of relief. Since my retirement
as director of University of California
Los Angeles Hillel, I no longer must look
over my shoulder. Although I had never
experienced overt censorship, my rabbinic
colleagues and I employed a degree of selfimposed censorship that precluded our
clearly expressing our opinions on a range
of issues, especially criticism of Israel. Not
only were we wary of offending our donors
but we were aware also that our careers
would be jeopardized if we strayed too far
from the acceptable narrative. This chazara
has given me the opportunity to once
again engage in bold and responsible action
and to apply the moral imperatives of our
tradition to the troubling issues of the day.
However, while reembracing my activist
core I am disturbed by a realization that
my own Jewish community is no longer
unified in its commitment to the liberal
and humanitarian principles that have
guided me socially and politically during
my lifetime. Rather, we are divided over an
imagined conflict between our universal
and particular obligations that has been
fabricated by tribal forces in Jewish life.
Throughout my Modern Orthodox yeshiva
education, I was taught that we had a
sacred duty to live with the creative tension
between our humanity and our Jewishness,
and, therefore, to try and effect a balance
4

between these two
inclinations. But a new
mood has been gaining
ground that calls for
the prioritization of
the particular over the
universal and that classifies
those who promote a
universalist position
as betrayers of Jewish
interests. This split is also
manifest in the deepening
divide between those
Jews who have become
privileged, affluent whites
who no longer consider
themselves bound by
the prophetic tradition
and those whose Jewish
identity is informed by a
commandedness to act on
behalf of the “stranger, the
orphan, and the widow” —
the vulnerable, in our midst.
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What’s more, a tragedy is
unfolding on campuses
across the country where
students find themselves
“Consider and Converse:
squeezed in a political
Returning” is a guide that
vise, suffering a doublewalks you through this
dose of discrimination.
issue, inspires reflections,
Whereas students once
prompts questions, and
provides ways to connect
perceived Hillel to be
this reading with other
a non-institutional
meaningful experiences.
institution, open to
It is found online at www.
independent ideas
forward.com/shma-now.
and devoid of denominational boundaries,
some student activists today feel alienated
from experiences at Hillel, finding it a
place closed to opinions that deviate from
the approved canon of political thought.
But when these students attempt to join
left-leaning coalitions, they are rejected
because of their identification with Jewish
interests and public policies that are
perceived to be oppressive.
As I observe Jewish activism today, I
am disheartened by the thought that if
our community persists in narrowing
the spectrum of acceptable opinion —
especially regarding Israel — we will lose
activists to a forum of expression outside
organized Jewish life. What was once
a Jewish public square rife with robust
debate will be sorely diminished. And
that may in turn lead to the closing of the
Jewish mind and, perhaps, even to the end
of Jewish activism.
Rabbi Chaim Seidler-Feller is director emeritus
of University of California Los Angeles Hillel
and the founder of the Hartman Fellowship for
Campus Professionals.
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Consider
& Converse
A Guide to ‘Chazara’ —
‘Return to it again and again’

Introduction
Sh’ma Now curates conversations on a single theme rooted in Jewish tradition and
the contemporary moment. At the heart of this issue of Sh’ma Now is the theme of
“Chazara” — “Return.” Jews return to their texts, liturgy, ritual, and experiences year
after year as they cycle through the weekly Torah portions and annual holiday rituals.
I wondered about the obstacles and pitfalls of returning again and again to the same
liturgy: Does this process create an inherently conservative framework in Judaism?
Or, does it allow us to return to a touchstone and that grounds us and provides a deep
confidence that fosters innovation? And I wondered how we’re different as individuals
and communities as we revisit the stories we’ve heard before.
Sh’ma Now has never viewed learning or “meaning-making” as solely an individual
activity. That’s why we have included this guide, which is specifically designed to help
you to consider the idea of going forth independently or with others, formally and
informally.

How to Begin
This guide offers a variety of suggestions, including activities and prompts for individual
contemplation and informal or structured conversations. We suggest that you use this
guide to share reflections and thoughts over a Shabbat meal, or, for those who are more
adventurous, to lead a planned, structured conversation, inviting a small group of
friends and family to your home or to a coffee shop. If you would like more information
about ways in which this journal can be used, please contact Susan Berrin, Sh’ma Now
editor-in-chief, at SBerrin@shma.com. You can also print out a PDF file of the entire
issue at http://forward.com/shma-now/.

Guidelines for Discussion
If you wish to hold a structured conversation, the following guidelines may help you
to create a space that allows for honest personal exploration through sharing:
• Create a sense of shared purpose that can foster the kind of internal reflection that
happens through group conversation.
• Remind participants of simple ground rules for conversations. For example: Avoid
commenting on and critiquing each other’s comments. Make room for everyone to
speak. Step into or away from the conversation appropriately. No one participant
should dominate the conversation. Let silence sit, allowing participants to gather
their thoughts.
• For each of the questions below, we recommend that you print out the article in
question, or provide the link to it, and we ask that you take a moment to read it in
print or on screen, before the conversation begins.
• Allow people a few minutes to absorb the article, perhaps even to read it a second
time, before moving into the discussion.
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Interpretive Questions
can focus the reader on the ideas in the articles.
•S
 hoshana Gugenheim Kedem [page 1] introduces readers to the concept of “chazara.”
She writes chazara is a tool to help us, as Jews and creators, refine and reshape our
practices and behaviors. “We come to our Judaism through such diverse avenues,
and we return to it with deliberation. Whether it is the student of Torah who returns
to a text or the praying body returning to the fixed language of tefillah — it is this
chazara, this return, that helps us shape our Jewish selves.” She goes on to share how
she returns to a holiday “one rung higher than the previous year, having evolved
and arrived at the season with new understandings. While the raw materials — the
Haggadah or the foods on the seder plate, the language of prayer, or the ritual of
candle lighting — remain the same, we are different, and we see new possibilities for
how to work with our ‘clay.’” What are your moments of being “clay” and shaping
“clay”? As you approach Passover and a return to the seder table, what—among the
stories you anticipate sharing—will be reshaped and what motivates that reworking of
an old text? What are two ways you are returning to the seder table differently from
last year?
• Rabbi Chaim Seidler-Feller [page 4] writes about his return to activism. In today’s
political climate, what is different? He writes: “My return to Jewish activism is
marked by a feeling of relief. Since my retirement as director of University of
California Los Angeles Hillel, I feel freer to act. Although I had never experienced
overt censorship, I and my rabbinic colleagues employed a degree of self-imposed
censorship that precluded our clearly expressing our opinions on a range of issues,
especially criticism of Israel.” Are you aware of censoring of speech and activism in
Jewish communities today? If so, how have you managed those experiences? As an
activist, has your focus changed over time and what have you rejected as irrelevant or
unhelpful today? How have you changed as a political thinker and activist since the
2016 election campaign?
•T
 amar Biala [page 3] shares several contemporary midrashim by women who have
returned to scriptural text to “search out new meanings with new eyes.” These
women start with a problem passage in a classical Jewish text and then return to
these foundational texts, chazarah l’sifrei kodesh, “in order to write new sacred texts…
that shift the moral message.” What are some of the traditional Jewish stories that
you would consider returning to with fresh eyes and a red pen? What is the process
of midrash-making that you find most creative and fulfilling? Would you consider
writing a midrash on a text that has haunted you over the years—with a writing
partner?

Reflective Questions
can help one to integrate the ideas in these articles with one’s own
sense of self.
• In NiSh’ma [page 2], our simulated Talmud page, three writers explore the Hadran
prayer, traditionally recited after completing a tractate of Talmud. The prayer begins,
“We will return to you, holy, sacred texts, and you will return to us.” Ilana Kurshan
writes about the classic talmudic wordplay on the word, “hadran,” which comes from
the word “hadar,” meaning both return and beauty. She explains that this prayer can
also mean, “Our beauty is from you, and your beauty is from us, which conveys the
notion that each of us, with our own individual life experiences and our own unique
perspectives, can beautify the study of Talmud, and the Talmud can beautify us.”
Rabbi Sheldon Lewis asks us to consider the study of Jewish texts as a conversation
started long ago and yet accessed and joined today as though we are living
interlocutors. He writes, “We can almost hear the tenor of their [rabbinic] voices.
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The ancient sages who populate a rabbinic text were surely searching relentlessly to
live with purpose and with beauty, and they address the modern student as well as
each other. When we open a page of Talmud with a chevrutah, a study partner, our
dialogue seems often to merge with that of our ancestors. Past and present connect.”
And Rabbi Kami Knapp writes that “Just as we commit to return to our literal texts,
we should also commit to return to our precious relationships.” How do you see
the relationship of individual to text relevant to the relationship of one person to
another? Do the voices of Talmudic rabbis feel relevant today, and if so, how do you
build on their teachings? If not, how do you set aside the voices of these early
•A
 dina Polen [page 3] writes about her daily prayer practice. “Returning to the same
words every day feels like an act of love, like any of the regular things we do every
day for loved ones: making lunches, eating dinner together, singing bedtime songs.
Not creative, generally speaking, but nourishing and meaningful in its regularity.
The liturgy has a texture and an arc that I’m at once deeply familiar with and also
aware that I’m still a stranger to even now at 34 years old. I’m not sure I’ll ever focus
sufficiently to access all that the prayers truly contain.” What repetitive actions,
practices, and behaviors of yours do you treasure? And is the repetition mindnumbing or meditative or both or something else? How do you imbue repetitive
practices and behaviors with meaning?
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