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Sh’ma Now

Can I Speak for You?
Scott Perlo 
 
Each year, when I lead High Holiday  
services, I’m visited by a crisis of conscience. 
The crisis and I are old friends by now; it 
always comes to call sometime after the  
Torah reading and just before the Musaf 
(that long standing prayer at the end). The 
crisis is about one simple but profound  
question: Am I the right person to stand 
before God and represent all these other 
people praying with me?

In the space between the Torah reading and 
Musaf, Medieval Jews placed a prayer called 
the Hineni. The prayer is unusual because 
it is written in the first person singular. It 
begins, “Here I am, impoverished in (good) 
deeds.” Its overriding theme is deep humil-
ity, but its purpose is to help prayer leaders 
out of this particular spiritual crisis.

The prayer leader is called shaliach tzibbur  
in Hebrew, literally, “the community’s  
emissary.” The position exists because  
High Holiday services are a specialist’s job. 
Learning these prayers and melodies is a 
full year’s work; mastery takes many years 
longer. So, by dint of practice, investment, 
and knowledge, the shaliach tzibbur is the 
right person in the room to lead services.

But the knowledge of prayers is, in the 
final accounting, a technical concern; the 
deeper purpose of the leader is to speak for 
the community before the Most High — as 
the Hineni puts it, “the One who sits above 
the prayers of Israel.” As such, every year, 
I wonder whether I’m fit for the role: Am 
I the right person to pray on behalf of the 
woman mourning a miscarriage? Or the 
cancer survivor, or the relatives of the one 

who didn’t survive? Can I speak for the ad-
dict seeking redemption? Or the queer mem-
ber mourning violence against the LGBTQ 
community? Can I be each person’s trusted 
messenger?

The Hineni’s anonymous author seems 
to know that this is the concern rattling 
around in my heart, for at the center of the 
prayer is a subtle yet powerful alteration to 
the Talmud’s description of the ideal sha-
liach tzibbur: a righteous, innocent, learned,  
humble person, whose family is in need —  
a person likely to evoke divine compassion. 
(Ta’anit 16a) The text of the Hineni, which 
quotes the talmudic passage, adds a single 
Hebrew letter, “kaf” — which means “as if” 
— and turns the Talmud’s ideal on its head: 
V’kabel tefilati k’tefilat zaken v’ragil…”   
“Accept my prayer as if it was the prayer [of 
a person of ideal character].” And that “as 
if,” helps my prayer be enough.

*  *  * 

We find the idea of Hineni early in the Torah, 
when Abraham argues with God that the 
towns of Sodom and Gemorrah should be 
saved on account of the righteous who may 
live there. In fact, the Hineni may get its 
name from Abraham’s predilection for the 
word. He responds to God and says,  
“Hineh-na,” (which translates as, ‘Here, 
please”). Abraham says, “Here, please. I  
venture to speak to my Master, and I am but 
dust and ashes.”  

Rabbi Scott Perlo serves the congregation at the Sixth 
& I Historic Synagogue in Washington, D.C., a unique 
institution that reaches out to Jewish and “Jewish 
adjacent” young professionals of all denominations 
and backgrounds.

continued on page 7

Hineni / Here I am

ִהֵנִני
Being fully present in relation  

to self and others

Please see pages 8–9 for Consider and Converse, our guide to this issue
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NiSh’ma On this page, we offer three takes on the idea of “Hineni” — being present fully for oneself and others.   
Please visit jd.fo/shma2 and join the discussion about stepping up and being counted. Our online version 
is new and interactive, and we welcome your comments. —S.B.
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Mike Rothbaum: Since news of the 
violence in Ferguson, Missouri exploded 
into American consciousness last year, I have 
focused much of my public rabbinic work 
on racial justice.

While most advocates working in the 
interfaith justice movement honor 
differences and diversity, not all do. 
Unfortunately, I have been on the 
receiving end of Jew-hatred — even 
in “progressive” spaces. Earlier this 
year, at a small interfaith meeting 
of anti-racism activists in a progres-
sive Oakland church, a conversation 
about racism morphed into a conver-
sation about Israel/Palestine.  It ended with an African-American pastor labeling me an “infiltrator 
for right-wing Judaism.”

Stunned and furious, my heart said, “leave,” but I decided to stay. I explained that such accusations 
hint of classic anti-Jewish behavior. Historically, I continued, these words were used to commit vio-
lence against Jews. The conversation was hard but, after honest reflection and dialogue, healing. I 
accepted the pastor’s apology. 

“Hineni. Here I am, impoverished in merit.” I stand ready to challenge a culture that values white lives 
more than black lives. I stand representing the people Israel, even in moments of alienation or discomfort. 
Making ultimatums, walking away from racial justice work because it doesn’t happen on my terms, is 
simply not an option. I have no choice but to continue working for what I perceive to be right, even if I’m 
not always sure the path ahead. My Torah and my God demand nothing less — even if I stand nothing 
to gain from it, especially if I stand nothing to gain from it.

Here I am. I am not going away. I am in this struggle, where a Jew belongs. 

Yavilah McCoy: Here I stand with my people Israel — a multiracial community 
— reaching for racial justice.  A matter of survival for my loved ones and myself, I feel 
no choice but to respond to the need for greater racial equity in our nation and world. 
Here I stand, among dear sisters, brothers, family, and tribe. Here I stand — black, 
woman, Jew, and humble servant. Here I stand, testifying that I have heard thunder 

rolling across our nation in these times. Thunder in the form of unarmed black and brown people 
being shot dead in their homes and in the streets by armed policemen and vigilantes. Thunder in the 
form of people of color making up only 30 percent of the American population, yet accounting for 60 
percent of those who are imprisoned. Thunder in the form of recent legislative attacks on the rights 
and freedoms of the most vulnerable among us in education, voting rights, and immigration, and the 
rights of transgender people and communities.  Thunder in the form of deadly violence being wrought 
upon our communities by the disconnected and the disenfranchised. Thunder as the sound of myriad 
human hearts crying out for healing, repair, and resolution.

Here I stand in awe of the hope, courage, and strength granted to Jews of color to both survive racism 
and feel whole and centered enough to service our people and nation in working to end it. Here I stand, 
trembling in the presence of the One who hears the prayers of Israel.  Here I stand, praying before the 
One who has taught our people to love truth, justice, and compassion.  Here I stand, knowing that in 
our caring and in our indifference, our souls are at stake. Here I stand, listening to rolling thunder and 
offering a supplication for the dedication and rededication of our hearts, minds, and hands to the work 
of eliminating racism in our lifetime.  

Simone Zimmerman:  Hineni. Here I stand. Like 
Moshe, I have  trembling lips, and sometimes I stutter. I 
have experienced the slander, the attacks. I see my elders 
digging in their heels, clinging to the old order. Yet I also 
hear the voices of risk takers and rabble-rousers who have 

challenged and moved our people 

Yavilah McCoy is executive director of the international diversity-consulting group VISIONS Inc. in Boston. An educator, 
activist, and spiritual teacher who has worked to increase racial justice and expand equity and inclusion, McCoy was 
voted as one of “Sixteen Faith Leaders to Watch in 2016” by the Center for American Progress. In celebration of the 
musical traditions passed down to her from three generations of her African-American Jewish family, she produced 
and performs in the Jewish gospel theatrical production “The Colors of Water.”  

Simone Zimmerman is an organizer 
and activist from Los Angeles. She  
is a founding leader of IfNotNow 
(www.ifnotnowmovement.org),  
a movement to end American Jewish 
support for Israel’s occupation and  
to gain freedom and dignity for all 
Israelis and Palestinians. She is  
currently living in Tel Aviv as a Dorot 
fellow (www.dorot.org) .

Rabbi Mike Rothbaum is co-chair of the Bay Area Regional Council for Bend the Arc: A Jewish Partnership for Justice. 
He speaks and teaches on the topic of faith-based social justice atconferences and rallies, from Moishe House to 
the House of Representatives. His writing has appeared in the Forward, Tikkun, and Huffington Post. He lives with 
his husband, Anthony Russell, in Oakland.

for millennia, breathtaking in their 
wisdom, creativity, and resilience. I 
am reminded that change is neces-
sary and possible. I see the fire of 
the burning bush, I hear the call 
to leadership. I am reminded that 
these moments demand courage. 

Hineni. Here I stand on the eve of 
the 50th anniversary of Israel’s oc-
cupation of Palestinian land — 50 
years of denying Palestinian people 
their rights, freedom, humanity. A 
daily nightmare committed in our 
names, by our hands. 

Hineni. Here I stand, carrying the 
stories and the pain of my ances-
tors with me. I learned that because 
we suffered, we should never let 
anyone else suffer. But I see that 
because we suffered, we can’t bear 
to look at the pain we are causing 
to others. I know that looking in 
the mirror may cause heartbreak, 
but indifference and inaction are 
not an option. Indeed, as Yavilah 
McCoy asserts, our souls are at 
stake if we fail to join the fight to 
eliminate racism at home. So too, 
must we recognize the calls for 
justice in all the places our people 
call home. 

Hineni. Here I stand, trembling 
but rooted in my commitment to 
my Jewish people. Some may say 
young people like me are unwel-
come here. I know we are right 
where we belong, ready to lead 
with hope and love and ready to 
fight for a better world.

“Here I stand, impoverished in merit, 
trembling in the presence of the One who 
hears the prayers of Israel. Even though I 

am unfit and unworthy for the task, I come 
to represent Your people Israel.” 

Hineni prayer from the High Holiday liturgy



Here I Show Up, Across 
Political Divisions
Susan Talve

A local Council on American-Islamic 
Relations (CAIR) organizer, Faizan Sayed, 
invited me recently to attend and speak at 
a rally to welcome Syrian refugees. Faizan 
invited me, a pulpit rabbi in St. Louis, 
knowing I believe that Israel has the right 
to exist — though I’m critical of Israel’s 
occupation and treatment of Palestinians. 
He invited me though we both know 
that the more radical pro-Palestinian, 
anti-Israel activists would attend the rally 
and would likely protest my presence. Last 
year, I was targeted as a hypocrite for not 
supporting the Boycott, Divestment, and 
Sanctions (BDS) campaign while I stood 
in the streets of Ferguson fighting for the 
Black Lives Matter movement. My friend 
Faizan knows that immigration reform 
and the lives of the refugees are personal 
issues for me as a Jew. He also knows 
that I have been standing with Muslims 
against Islamophobia for years. 

Over the past 30 years, I have participated 
in many rallies, movements, and meetings 
that have been personally and politically 
messy and challenging. Sometimes, I have 
been dismissed as a white Jew, rebuked 
along with other white Jews for choosing 
the wrong side of history. But I continue 
to stand with those who are most vulner-
able, exploited, and oppressed. A few 

nights ago, our synagogue hosted a meet-
ing that brought together local police, ac-
tivists, and clergy to discuss accountability 
in law enforcement. Showing up demanded 
a radical presence, a hineni presence. We 
committed ourselves to listening deeply 
to each other’s truths without becoming 
defensive, and to building  and growing the 
trust needed for change. Showing up for 
each other changes what happens when we 
see each other on the street. It elevates the 
hopefulness we feel that change can hap-
pen.  The relationships I’ve developed with 
diverse populations in St. Louis have blessed 
my life and my service to the Jewish and 
general communities with meaning. 

As I pursue my 
work, I am some-
times called to be 
present in places 
that collide with 
some of my own 
values. For example, 
our synagogue 
offered space to 
the “womenpriests 

movement” for the ordination of anti-
choice Roman Catholic women priests. I felt 
that I had to support my clergy sisters, even 
though a woman’s right to choose is a core 
value for me. And I participate in programs 
that fight Islamophobia with imams who 
do not embrace the LGBTQ community. I 
pray that the relationships of trust we build 
will open avenues for compassion and 
dialogue. And though this participation can 

be complicated, the values of inclusivity, 
human dignity, and equal opportunity cre-
ate intersections that bring unlikely allies to 
work together. I’ve found that we must all 
sacrifice self-interest for the common good 
while growing opportunities for dialogue 
and the possibility for change. 

So I show up, even though I may feel fright-
ened and alone, even though my presence 
complicates the experience. But I also show 
up because my clergy friends and allies 
continue to support me when I’ve been 
marginalized in the movement because of 
my stand on Israel.

I hope never to succumb to the tactics of 
blaming, shaming, and seeking revenge — 
nor to the vagaries of hate. Rather, I con-
tinue to show up to support a movement 
that demands that black and brown lives 
matter. I will not be bullied to take sides or 
be pushed to the sidelines. I draw on my 
Jewish sensibilities when I stand at rallies 
and speak about justice. I use my privilege 
to hold the space for those who are mar-
ginalized until their voices are heard and 
their children are safe in our streets. 

I will keep showing up in uncomfortable 
and uninviting and messy places, because 
the only way to overcome the evil before us 
is get to know each other and to love more. 

“ Just a few blocks away, at the YMCA, I first walked on the stage in a play; and here I 
sang, for fun, in the clubs and cabarets; here were the thrills of the big basketball games, 
the dances, the social life....Yes, here is my home ground — here and in all the Negro 
communities throughout the land. Here I stand.”

 – Paul Robeson (1898-1976), singer, actor, civil rights leader; from his book, Here I Stand 
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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, as we prepare 
to observe the High Holidays, we focus on “Hineni” — “I am here.” 

Susan Talve  is the founding rabbi of the 
Central Reform Congregation (CRC) in St 
Louis, where she is on the front line of 
fighting the racism and poverty plaguing 
the urban center. The core value of radical 
hospitality has made CRC a safe home for 
many individuals and groups that have been 
marginalized. She and her husband, Rabbi 
James Stone Goodman of Neve Shalom 
Congregation, are proud of their three adult 
children and one amazing grandson. 
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Where Are You?
Batshir Torchio

I’m lying on my back on the sofa bed in 
my parents’ living room. It’s dawn here 
on the East Coast; the soul of this house 
still sleeps. My attention is drawn up to a 
skylight where I see the arms of an elder 
oak swaying slowly, as if ushering rem-
nants of night beyond the horizon. And 
then I hear it — the call and response of 
blue jays singing out to each other across 
the woods: “Where are you?” “I’m here!” 
“Where?” “Here!” Though I’m aware that 
avian-speak is biologically motivated (to 
establish and defend territory, attract a 
mate, and even, debatably, to show off), 
my thrill and appreciation for such bird 
song is undiminished. 

My experience with the dialogue between 
birds feels no less mysterious and dynam-
ic than the biblical account of call-and-
answer captured compactly in the words 
“Ayeka” (“Where are you?”) and “Hineni” 
(“Here I am.”). Ayeka is first found in the 
book of Genesis; the scene unfolds like 
this: Sensing God’s presence among the 
trees in the garden, Adam and Eve (fruit 
on their faces, juice on their lips) hide 
among the trees. “And God called out 
to Adam, and God said to him, “Ayeka, 
where are you”? (Genesis 3:9) 

Our sages were troubled by the implica-
tions of this question. God, who just a few 
verses earlier had set the sun and moon in 
motion and given boundary to the oceans, 
couldn’t locate Adam? To counter their 
discomfort, the sages began to excavate 
meaning from beneath the surface of 

the question. Rabbi Shneur Zalman (an 
eighteenth-century Russian Hasid) taught 
that God wasn’t seeking Adam’s coordi-
nates, but offering Adam an opportunity to 
come clean for the infraction of eating fruit 
from the tree of knowledge. (Genesis 2:17) 
In being asked ayeka, Adam was invited 
into dialogue with his Creator and into an 
intimate space where he might become 
accountable. Instead, Adam’s impulse was 
to hide, to evade God’s question with a 
non-answer: “I heard you, I was scared, 
and I hid.” (Genesis 3:10) Adam did not 
respond, “Hineni” — “Here I am” — and 
thus forfeited the chance to right a wrong, 
to be seen, and, on a psycho-spiritual level, 
to exercise self-reflection and grow. 

The question of ayeka is put to others 
throughout the collective Jewish canon.  
In contrast to Adam, Abraham’s answer to 
God’s directive —  that he sacrifice his son 
Isaac on Mount Moriah — is immediate:  
“I am here” — “Hineni.” At the core of  

Abraham’s response is readiness and faith. 
On the trek up the mountain, Isaac also 
called to his father, and Abraham responded 
with clarity: “Hineni” — “I am here, son.”

While our empathy for Abraham might be 
clouded by feelings of repulsion and confu-
sion at his readiness to sacrifice his son, the 
call to accountability, to partner with God, 
is a humbling, potentially elevating invita-
tion. In that split second between hearing 
and responding, Abraham is fully present 
to God. His hineni creates a bridge between 
heaven and earth, with himself, the key-
stone, at its center. Abraham’s example be-
comes our challenge: How do we balance 
faith, the impulses of our heart, and our 
commitment to others? Rashi comments 
that the question behind God’s question to 
Adam, to Abraham, and to us when asking 
ayeka is essentially this: “Where are you 
in this moment, what are you doing, and 
where are you going in this life?” (Rashi 
commentary on Genesis 3:9)

Many years ago, I came across a teaching 
of the Hasidic Master Rabbi Nachman of 
Bratslav, who lived in Poland during the 
late-19th and early-20th centuries. He 
taught that God requires us to live with 
heightened sensitivity and greater aware-
ness to the song of our soul and the voice 
of others, and that we should learn the 
language of every living thing. (Mysti-
cism and Madness: The Religious Thought 
of Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav, Zvi Mark, 
pp 110 – 114) Our spiritual wellbeing 
depends upon it, just as the survival of 
blue jays is dependent upon hearing and 
responding to the call, “Where are you?” 
“Over here!” “Where?” “Here!”
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Rabbi Batshir Torchio is senior educator 

at the Jewish Community Center in San 

Francisco. She serves on the board of the 

Brandeis School of San Francisco, where 

she taught Judaic studies for eight years, 

and also on the rabbinic advisory board 

of Shalom Bayit, the Bay Area’s Jewish 

center for domestic violence prevention 

and response. She has a master's degree in 

interdepartmental Judaic studies from the 

Jewish Theological Seminary, and she was 

ordained at the Academy for Jewish Religion 

in Los Angeles.

“Hineni has to be a totally 
mutual, even as our inner 
experiences may be  
different. You cannot sit 
back or be distracted any 
more than I can. You have 
to actively listen.We are in 

a reciprocal relationship.”

– Cantor Linda Hirschhorn, Temple Beth 
Shalom, San Leandro, Calif.

Art by Phyllis Serota
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Present at the End
Sara Paasche-Orlow

Twelve years ago, I began working in elder care — caring for people not in their sixties, but in their nineties. Many had 
medically complex lives. For the past two years, I have immersed myself in hospice work and in being fully present with 
people as they near death. I have learned to join the dying person’s reality and to accept and live with that person’s expe-
riences. Too often, a kind-hearted friend or family member would say, “Don’t worry, you’ll feel better soon,” or, “Just take 
it one day at a time.” Though these sentiments are well intentioned, we would all benefit if, in that situation, we pivoted 
to ask about the dying person’s fears or heartfelt feelings as they experienced each day.

To further deepen the understanding of death I bring to my hospice work, I’ve looked to the stories about Hasidic masters 
at the end of their lives. These Hasidic narratives required me to undergo a complete paradigm shift. Our modern, 21st-
century Jewish culture predominantly decries death and considers it a tragic end of all experience. But for the Hasidic 
masters, there was a world that lay on the other side and, for many, as treasured as life in this world might be, it was 
merely preparation for the world to come. Entering into these stories has helped me to expand my imagination about 
death, and allowed me to be more at peace myself with the finitude of our human existence.

The Hasidic masters faced death in different ways: The Baal Shem Tov bargained with the “Angel of Death” for just a 
little more time; Rabbi Dov Baer of Mezritch called upon his children to be unified; Rabbi Eliezer HaLevi chose a beauti-
ful gravesite and then was ready to depart; and Rabbi Yitzchak Meir focused on learning gemora with his grandson. Rabbi 
Menachem Mendel of Vitebsk declared, “It is the end of everything!” From each of these stories we learn Jewish values: 
the preciousness of life; shalom bayit, or family harmony; being at peace with death; and passing on tradition to a next 
generation.  There is not one emotional norm, but many: Anger, sadness, joy, love, passion, hope, and detachment are 
experiences the different rabbis acknowledge.

The first death I ever witnessed occurred ten days into my position as the new director of spiritual care for Hebrew SeniorLife 
in Boston. I wanted to understand how a death happened in the context of our chronic care hospital, with the involvement of 
a person’s family and staff members, and within the framework of Jewish tradition. So when I got word that Mrs. Cohen was 
near death, I spent time with her, and I was present when her sons were notified and came to be with her. Together, we said 
the Viddui prayer, asking God for forgiveness for any wrongdoing on her part, intentional or unintentional, and praying for a 
peaceful death and protection for her loved ones. I stayed near her during the night when her sons went home, as her breathing 
became more labored, and as the doctor and nurses helped her to remain comfortable. In the early morning, I recited psalms 
with her and held her hand as she took her final breaths. I felt the profound stillness when her breathing stopped; I was sud-
denly alone in the room, sitting quietly with my chair against the wall. The nurses began to clean her body and prepare it for 
the funeral home. When one nurse asked the other why she was taking so long, the nurse replied: “I have to get the water 
just right, not hot but very warm; that is how Mrs. Cohen likes it.” They gently and soothingly sponged her face and 
hands, embodying chesed, a loyal love that did not cease at the end of a life.

Being present with people at the end of life makes death less alien and more essentially connected to our experiences of 
life. That needs to be the task of all of us who have been with a loved one at the end — to tell the story. In this way, we 
can help to make death more familiar, understanding that it is a sacred part of the continuum of life. My own experi-
ence of being with people has changed me — as I now feel the fullness as well as the emptiness as final breaths are taken. 
Living in the presence of death can help us to focus on what is most essential: love, affirming the legacy of a person’s life, 
and connecting with a sense of meaning — some might say God — that is greater than ourselves. Hospice chaplains and 
volunteers do not shy away from the dying; rather, we understand that death stands as a peak moment in life, and we 
hold the sadness as we become messengers of meaning — and build shalom, the wholeness that weaves life and death 
together.

Rabbi Sara Paasche-Orlow is director of spiritual care at Hebrew SeniorLife in Boston, and co-author, with Rabbi Joel Baron, of 

Deathbed Wisdom of the Hasidic Masters, Jewish Lights, 2016.
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Lightning Rod
Karen Erlichman

I spend a week with my mother in  
the hospital after her surgery. 
For four nights, I sleep fitfully in a 
foldout chair at her bedside, wak-
ing up frequently to listen for her 
breathing. 

Day 1: Relief. Suffering. Shock.
Mom holds her breath; often;  
most of the time. 
I breathe audibly for both of us.

Day 2: It takes two nurses, a walker, 
and me to help Mom to the commode 
at 3:00 AM. We call these “activities 
of daily living.”

I feed her chocolate pudding from a 
small plastic white spoon. I brush her 
hair. I smooth lotion on her back and 
arms, her skin dry and scaly from the 
pre-surgery antibacterial wash.

That night I awaken to her calling for 
me, screaming my name. 
Night terrors. Flashback; the trauma 
door blown wide open. “Get off of 
me!” She wails.

I scramble out of my chair-bed to 
comfort her. Whether or not I am 
sleep-deprived, soul-weary, heartbro-
ken, or sad, my voice is steady, pa-
tient, reassuring. My hand very gently 
rests on her shoulder. 

I am the grounding force, her light-
ning rod.

None of my siblings come. We all live 
in other parts of the country. I am 
the only daughter. I live the farthest 
away. They are both fathers I have no 
children of my own. 

Edah is the Hebrew word for witness. I 
am bearing witness to her suffering. 

Day 3: Mom orders a monochromatic 
lunch: noodles with butter, mashed 
potatoes, and vanilla ice cream. Mom 
is diabetic.

She has no well of courage from 
which to draw strength. Just me, the 
lightning rod. I request a visit from 
the hospital chaplain. I need someone 
to come pray with me. No one shows 
up. I wander through the hospital cor-
ridors to find the chapel, tucked away 
at the end of an obscure hallway. I 
pray alone. Hineini.

“Hineni,” appearing eight times in the 
Torah in a variety of narratives, has 
been the focus of countless drashot, 
commentaries, and teachings. I sit 
in the empty pew with my heart cir-
cumcised, in this stark quiet chapel. 
Hineini. 

Day 4: Together, Mom and I bentsch 
“Gomel” — a traditional prayer of 
thanks to be recited by one who has 
survived a dangerous situation. It is 
typically a call-and-response prayer. I 
say the words aloud as Mom mumbles 
in the fog of morphine. 

Mom: Blessed are You, God of All 

That Is, Spirit of Life, who bestows 
kindness on those who are ac-
countable, and who has granted to 
me all kindness, selah.

Me: Amen. May the One who has 
granted you all kindness always 
grant kindness to you, selah.

Day 5: Deliverance. Release. Transi-
tion. This is the day I am leaving 
mom and flying home to California. I 
feel torn, as in rent fabric. She looks at 
me with glassy fear in her eyes. I kiss 
her forehead, smooth her hair back 
from her face. 

Today, Mom will be transferred to the 
Jewish rehabilitation center. I must 
return home, and cannot be her light-
ning rod. I don’t know how to be the 
grounding presence for her if I am on 
the other side of the country.  
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(Genesis 18:27) Abraham both demands 
justice and acknowledges that, as a mortal 
(“dust and ashes”), he lacks God’s perspec-
tive and cannot know what is perfectly just. 
Abraham, the first Jew, was distinguished 
by both his great moral vision and his 
humble heart.

We, too, are like Abraham in this way — 
flawed and yet still reaching for God. The 
Hineni offers us the balm of humility. It 

acknowledges that though we strive to 
be of service, we are limited. The Hineni 
also removes the focus of prayer from the 
prayer leader’s character, and places it 
instead upon the needs of those who sent 
us to serve. 
 
Humility allows us to transcend the  
boundaries of self and to become shlichim,  
messengers for others, and thereby of use 
to all those reaching out from their hearts. 

continued from page 1
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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 “Hineni”—“Being present for oneself and others.” The perspectives 
shared in these pages are meant to be expansive — to inspire reflections on 
Judaism and possibility in ways you may not have considered before. They 
aim to hold discord. We hope that the richness and diversity of these essays 
will show you new perspectives that are personally meaningful and edifying.

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 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 conversation 
prompts for individual contemplation and informal or more 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 might be used, please contact Susan Berrin, 
Sh’ma Now editor-in-chief, at SBerrin@shma.com. You can also print out a PDF 
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 to 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.

•  Rabbi Scott Perlo [page 1] writes about the role of a prayer emissary. “Every 
year, I wonder whether I’m fit for the role…to speak for the community 
before the Most High.” How do you understand the role of an emissary? And 
how does your own personal theology fit with the idea of communal prayer? 
Where are you and what are you doing when you connect to something 
greater than yourself, when you are seeking transcendent moments?

•  Rabbi Susan Talve [page 3] writes about being present in places where she is 
not always and immediately welcome. She discusses her work in coalitions 
with others to build relationships that strengthen both multifaith alliances for 
bettering society and alliances that support individual faith leaders and the 
ideas they represent. What roles might Jews play in a movement such as “Black 
Lives Matter”? And how should individual Jews (leaders and supporters) address 
any antisemitism they experience at meetings, rallies, and other events they 
attend to support important social justice work? 

•  Rabbi Batshir Torchio [page 4] looks at the “call and response” of “Where are 
you? Ayeka?” and “Here I am. Hineni.” This rich and paradoxical connection 
is ripe for speculation. How do you understand the connection between this 
question and its response? Ayeka first appears in the Torah when God is looking 
for Adam: How could God not know where Adam is? How is Adam’s response 
different than Abraham’s response several chapters later in Genesis, when he’s 
called upon to sacrifice Isaac and he answers, “Here I am”? 

• What role does paradox play in your experiences of the High Holidays? 

Reflective Questions  
can help integrate the ideas in these articles with one’s own sense of self. 

•  Karen Ehrlichman’s [page 6] poetic reflection [see http://forward.com/ 
shma-now/] explores the world of familial caregiving. She writes about being 
her mother’s anchor and advocate when she was ill and vulnerable. How 
do families negotiate caregiving roles? And how do families and individuals 
respond to disappointments when the responsibility for caregiving isn’t 
distributed among families equally? What happens when one person always 
shows up and another does not? What happens when “being present” for 
someone grows burdensome?

•   Rabbi Sara Paasche-Orlow [page 5] writes as a pastoral caregiver. She leans 
on the Hasidic masters, such as the Baal Shem Tov and Rabbi Dov Baer of 
Mezritch, to find a deeply Jewish approach to death. As we become more 
aware of death as a part of life, how do we make death less alien and more 
connected to our living? How does that translate for caregivers, for the 
dying, and for those who take on the mitzvah of caring for the dead? Do 
you think about death differently during this High Holiday season?

•   In NiSh’ma, [page 2] three writers explore the prayer recited during the High 
Holidays just after the Torah reading and before the beginning of the Musaf 
service. Carefully, read the verse: “Here I stand, impoverished in merit…unfit 
and unworthy for the task.” Why would a prayer focus so much on being 
unfit? What role does humility play in our prayers? Read the commentary 
of Yavilah McCoy. Do you hear anger? Awe? Discuss what gives her power, 
strength, and courage. 
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