
A Journal of Jewish Sensibilities
June 2016 | V.46 No. 718

Sh’ma Now

Broken Notes 
Jill Jacobs  
 
Tekiah: We are whole.
Shevarim: We are broken.
T’ruah: We are completely shattered.
Tekiah g’dolah: We are more whole than 
before.

The sequence of shofar blasts on Rosh Hasha-
nah takes us from wholeness (the unwaver-
ing sound of the tekiah) to the beginnings of 
vulnerability (the three sounds of shevarim) 
to the utter despair of t’ruah (with its nine 
staccato notes) to a wholeness more complete 
than before (the long call of tekiah g’dolah). 
And then the process begins again. In fact, 
over the course of the full Rosh Hashanah 
prayer service, we hear 100 shofar blasts that 
carry us over and over through these stages 
of wholeness and brokenness. 

The shofar reveals a secret: Wholeness and  
brokenness cannot be separated from one  
another. As we do a cheshbon nefesh — a per-
sonal accounting — and delve deeper into 
ourselves, we may find cracks that we never 
before noticed. Only a sincere encounter 
with this brokenness will allow us to put 
ourselves back together again, more whole 
than before.

This lesson, that wholeness comes through  
shattering, also surfaces in the traditional 
view that the shards of the original tablets 
remain in the ark and travel with the Jewish 
people through the wilderness:

“The ark of the covenant of God went  
before them.” (Numbers 10:33) This ark 
that went with them in the camp con-
tained the shards of the tablets, luc 
hot…What is this like? Like a viceroy 
who would go out before his troops and 
prepare a place for them to stay. Similarly, 
the divine presence would precede Israel 

and prepare them a place to stay.”  
(Sifrei Bamidbar B’halot’kha 82)

Despite being shattered, and despite their  
association with the sin of the Golden Calf,  
the shards of the tablets retain their divinity 
— indeed, perhaps more divinity than the 
new, whole tablets. Rabbi Ezekiel ben Judah 
Landau (1733-1793, Poland/Bohemia) sug-
gests, “The shards of the tablets contained 
extra sanctity, for they were the direct 
handiwork of God.” (Noda B’Yehuda Orach 
Chayim 9) While rabbinic sources disagree 
about where the shards of the first tablets 
lay, all agree that the shards remained in 
a sacred space and retained the power to 
protect the people in times of danger. 

Experiencing brokenness may give us greater  
access to God. In Psalms we learn, “God is 
close to the brokenhearted.” (34:19) And 
Rabbi Abba Bar Yudah (a fourth-century 
sage) writes that while an “animal is unfit if 
it is maimed or broken, ...a person[’s] broken 
and contrite heart is considered kosher.” (Mi-
drash Vayikra Rabbah 96:7) This supports the 
statement in Psalms (51:19), “The sacrifices of 
God are a broken spirit, a broken and contrite 
heart.” Rabbi Alexandri (a third-century sage) 
said, “It is considered shameful for an ordi-
nary person to use broken vessels. But all of 
the Holy Blessed One’s vessels are broken, as 
it says, ‘God is close to the brokenhearted.’” 
Or, as the Hasidic Rabbi Menachem Mendel  
Morgensztern of Kotzk, better known as the 
Kotzker Rebbe (1787–1859) said, “There is 
nothing so whole as a broken heart.” Our 
brokenness makes us more, not less, able to 
access God. It’s when we dismantle our  
armor and allow ourselves to be vulnerable 

Rabbi Jill Jacobs is the executive director of T’ruah: 
The Rabbinic Call for Human Rights, and the author of 
Where Justice Dwells and There Shall Be No Needy.
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NiSh’ma On this page, we offer three takes on the idea of shevirah, brokenness — how we find and embrace 
the brokenness within and around us. Please visit  jd.fo/shma2 and join the discussion about 
brokenness. Our online version is interactive, and we welcome your comments. —S.B.

Adina Lewittes: Smashing the tablets on 
the slopes of Sinai, Moses chooses an imperfect, 
unpredictable people over inviolable, unchanging 
tablets and initiates the sacred dynamic of rewrit-
ing Torah in every generation. 

The Torah warns us against worshipping idols — far more than 
simply bowing down to a rock. It’s worshipping anything that’s 
unresponsive or inflexible. Not only God refuses to be limited in 
this way; we aren’t permitted to stagnate, either, by turning our 
own lives, or beliefs, into stone. 

When ground and continuously 
broken, stone becomes grains of 
sand, free to be reconfigured by 
the winds of life — to connect 
and assemble as new structures.  
Eventually, these new structures 
also surrender to the winds of 
change.

Even at Sinai, at the foot of the 
mountain, a rock, the people 
stand for only a few days. Then 
they wander and camp in the 
desert with sand shifting end-
lessly under their feet for 40 
years, seeking holiness from the  
dynamism and instability that 
is life.   

The shards of the first tablets, along 
with the second tablets, are brought 
along on the journey — sacred 
symbols of the eternal disassem-
bling and reassembling that bind a 
people, that animate a soul. As we 
live alongside the new tablets, they 
remind us that to find and nourish 
wholeness from within life’s inevi-
table brokenness is the sacred nar-
rative of human existence.

Rabbi Adina Lewittes is the 
founder of Sha’ar Communities, an 
innovative network of communi-
ties offering diverse opportuni-
ties for Jewish engagement. 
She teaches about the evolving 
landscape of Jewish identity and 
the reimagination of Jewish  
life today.

Nathan Ehrlich: Moses smashed the first set 
of tablets when he lost faith in the Israelite people. 
Upon returning from the mountaintop, he found 
the people had built a Golden Calf to worship. We 
all have catastrophic moments when our faith is 

shaken. For some of us, those moments are more disquieting than 
for others. At age 16, I was living a normal, healthy, teenage life when 
I was diagnosed with leukemia. My tablets broke. After treatment 
and along the way to recovery, I learned that the only way forward 
was to pick up the shards — not to discard them — and to begin to 
creatively reconfigure them.

Embarking on such a journey, I 
found guides in unusual places: 
dreams, therapists, shamans, 
and sacred plants such as Aya-
huasca and San Pedro. Three 
years ago, I traveled to Peru, 
where I ingested these halluci-
nogens for the first time under 
the wise care of shamans and 
other healing practitioners. My 
experiences with these sacred 
plants continue to show me 
where I am broken and how I 
might become whole.

Kabbalah, the Jewish mystical 
tradition, teaches that during 
the creation of the world, divinity  
and holiness were scattered ev-
erywhere, and our mission as  
body-encapsulated spirit beings, 
is to locate all the broken pieces 
and bring them back into whole-
ness. This is the source of the 
popular notion of tikkun olam.  

Why do we preserve the broken 
tablets in our holy ark? Why is the 
holiest site of the Jewish people a 
remnant of a wall of our broken 
Temple? Why is our holiest day of 
the year a day of examining our 
shortcomings? We hold onto bro-
kenness because it is an essential 
part of gaining wisdom, growing, 
and, indeed, living.

Rav Yosef – Talmud Bava Batra 14b

Nathan Ehrlich is a multimedia 
journalist living in Brooklyn, 
N.Y. His podcast detailing his 
experiences with shamanic 
plants, as well as information on 
the feature-length documentary 
film he is producing, are available 
at NathanEhrlich.com.

“The broken tablets were placed 
in the holy Ark along with the  

second, intact set.” 

Margie Klein Ronkin: The Torah recounts that 
as the Israelites wander in the wilderness, they carry 
not only the second, whole set of tablets inscribed 
with the Ten Commandments, but also the first, 
shattered set. The Apter Rebbe, Rabbi Avraham Ye-

hoshua Heschel lived from 1742 to 1825.  The Apter, who founded the 
Mezhbizh/Zinkover Hasidic dynasty, was the great-great-grandfather 
of Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel. He offers a thought-provoking 
commentary on this idea. 

To the question, “Why do the Israelites bring the broken tablets along 
with them?” the Apter Rebbe offers a radical reimagining: Moses 
shatters the first tablets because he knows the Israelites will only 
accept the Ten Commandments if they take part in the process of 
fashioning them. My teacher Rabbi Arthur Green explains that 
the Israelites only accepted the second tablets because they were 
created in partnership: Moses carving them and God writing them 
(Exodus 34:1). But the Apter Rebbe still finds God’s partnership with 
Moses inadequate. He suggests that Moses must give the broken 
tablets back to the people, and they must put them back together. 
The community will only abide by the rules when they play a role 
in creating them.     

The Israelites carry both sets of tablets because the second tablets 
are actually made of the first tablets, reminding us of the power of 
creating something whole out of what was once broken.

Rabbi Margie Klein Ronkin serves as the spiritual leader of Congrega-
tion Sha’arei Shalom in Ashland, Mass., and as director of clergy and 
leadership development for the Essex County Community Organiza-
tion. She is the founder of Moishe Kavod House in Boston, a commu-
nity of more than 600 Jews in their 20s and 30s dedicated to tikkun 
olam. She is a co-editor of Righteous Indignation: A Jewish Call for 
Justice (Jewish Lights).
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Letting Go of Jewish  
‘Peoplehood’ 
Shaul Magid

Myths are like living things: They are 
born, they serve a purpose, and they die. 
They provide vehicles of meaning, sources 
of hope, and ways to make sense of the 
confusion the world throws at us. When 
we are inside myths, we swear by them, 
invest in them, think they precede us and 
believe they will survive us. Sometimes, 
we simply discard them; other times, the 
world makes their continuation impossi-
ble. So it is with the myth of “peoplehood” 
— a term of Jewish collectivity. It was first 
coined by the founder of the Reconstruc-
tionist movement, Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan, 
along with Reform Rabbi Stephen Wise, a 
Zionist activist, as an alternative to Jewish 
nationhood — which was problematic for 
American Jews because it raised the specter 
of dual allegiance.

It would not be the first time the Jewish 
people discarded a myth. Throughout the 
“ever-dying” history of the Jewish people 
—  philosopher Simon Rawidowicz’s term 
(Israel, The Ever-Dying People) — Jews have 
held onto and also abandoned many 
myths of collective consciousness. Perhaps 
the last big myth to fall out of favor was 
the notion of divine election or chosen-
ness — that God chose the Jewish people 
from among all the nations.

While the myth of Jewish peoplehood still 
resonates with some, in my view it is bro-
ken and in the last vestiges of its usefulness. 
This is a strange myth, in part, because, as 
scholar Noam Pianko has shown us in his 
new book, Jewish Peoplehood: An American 
Innovation, the very term only emerges in 
early 20th-century America. Pianko demon-
strates how “Jewish peoplehood” was used 
to identify an American Jewish diaspora 
that was both loyal to its country of resi-
dence and faithful to the Jewish national-
ism that brought about the State of Israel. 

Does the concept of Jewish peoplehood 
still function in any coherent way, given 
the changing reality of 21st-century 
America? Let’s look at what happened 
with the concept of “chosenness”: Accord-
ing to the Israeli philosopher Yeshayahu 
Leibowitz,  the Jews are a “chosen people” 
because, “We are chosen to be a people 
responsible for mitzvot [and] we accepted 
the task...[for] many generations.” Once 
that “ceased in the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury,” once the glue of the myth — that is, 
adherence to mitzvot  —  ceased, the term 
“chosenness” ceased to have any intrinsic 
meaning. Leibowitz is essentially saying 
that chosenness ceased to exist in the 
nineteenth century because the commit-
ment to living according to the mitzvot, 
living according to Jewish law and the 
commandments, was rejected by the vast 
majority of contemporary Jews.

Perhaps the myth of peoplehood will 
share the same fate. Once the conditions 
that brought the term “peoplehood” into 
usage no longer apply (Jews in America 
don’t need to feel aligned with Israeli 
Jews to feel “Jewish”; neither do they 
feel threatened with dual allegiance), the 
oxygen will evaporate from the myth and 
the term will become largely empty of 

meaning. Emancipation undermined the 
political foundation of peoplehood.  
Jewish nationalism emerged in its place. 

But Jewish nationalism — which includes  
American Zionists, pro-Israelists, and 
others who feel part of a Jewish “nation,” 
even though they do not live in Israel 
— is not peoplehood. And it is precisely 
when the rupture of peoplehood occurred, 
in 20th-century America, that Kaplan 
and Wise came up with the term. The 
myth of Jewish peoplehood enabled Jews 
who abandoned religion and chose not 
to immigrate to Israel to make sense of 
their identity as part of a larger collective 
without bumping up against national af-
filiation or dual allegiance. 

Today, however, the relationship of 
American Jews to Jewish nationalism and 
American nationalism is more compli-
cated. Instead of holding onto a myth cre-
ated almost a century ago to meet specific 
social and religious needs, we need to 
rethink the nature of Jewish collectivity in 
light of changing circumstances. 

The framework of Jewish collective 
identity — the myth of “peoplehood” — 
should be restructured to acknowledge 
the freedoms that America offers Jews and 
also the increasingly multiethnic makeup 
of American Judaism. Our “peoplehood” 
now includes non-Jews — the spouses and 
children of Jews — who are not convert-
ing but who join various Jewish collective 
bodies as non-Jews. We should welcome 
these fellow travelers who find their  
spiritual homes in our communities. 

It may be nostalgia that compels us to 
keep myths alive long after they become 
obsolete. That nostalgia is often fueled by 
a belief that particular myths will remain 
vital because they have always existed, 
rather than acknowledging that, since 
they were created, they will naturally die. 

“ There is a crack in  
everything. That’s how 
the light gets in.” 

 – Leonard Cohen, “Anthem”
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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 lenses or memes. This month, Sh’ma Now 
examines shevirah — embracing imperfection. Shevirah acknowledges that we are 
shaped by our struggles and losses as much as by our victories. In order to be whole, 
we must also experience brokenness. Sh’ma Now will take a two-month break over 
the summer and will return in September with an issue on “Hineini,” “Here I am.”

Shaul Magid  is the Jay and Jeanie 
Schottenstein Chair in Jewish Studies at 
Indiana University. He is the author, most 
recently, of American Post-Judaism: Identity 
and Renewal in a Postethnic Society and 
Hasidism Incarnate: Hasidism, Christianity, 
and the Construction of Modern Judaism.



Life Without Him
Phyllis and Michael Sommer 

When we got married, we knew that 
we wanted to have children. When 
our first child, David, was born a 
little before our second wedding 
anniversary, we were thrilled. “Our 
little family” had come to be! When 
we welcomed Sam four years (and 
two rabbinic theses) later, we spent 
time talking about our family. Was it 
“complete”? Were we “done”? Yael 
came along just 15 months later and,  
four years after that, Solly was born. 

Four children seemed like a good 
number: round and full and even. It 
felt right, a fulfillment of a dream of 
a large, robust, energetic family. It fit 
us so well, to be a crowd of six.

And then it crashed down. In 2012, 
we received a leukemia diagnosis for 
Sam — our kindergartener. Sam loved 
bugs and being outside; he liked to 
draw and play video games, especially 
a particularly annoying game about 
dragons. He loved stories, and he 
could repeat, with appropriate inflec-
tion, those he’d heard told only once.

Sam had acute myeloid leukemia 
(AML), a rare diagnosis with a sur-
vival rate of about 65 percent. At first, 
he presented with pains in his legs 
and arms and, eventually, the leuke-
mia showed up in his blood counts. 
Months later, when we told Sam that 
he was going to die, he wailed with 
sadness. He had so many things to 
say, so many questions unanswered. 
We tried to let him lead. A child of 
two rabbis, he wanted to know  
who would conduct his funeral ser-
vice and whether we’d have fireworks 
and party games afterward. We were 
filled with anguish as we told the 
older children that Sam was going to 
die, knowing they would have to fig-

ure out how to live without him. The 
youngest, Solly, was only 3 years old 
and didn’t understand very much. 
Eighteen months after his diagnosis, 
Sam died.

His death left us with a place where 
brokenness, imperfection, and frac-
ture replaced completeness. When 
Sam died, the pain was sharp, spiky, 
a defined edge. We were constantly 
aware of it, our family left broken, 
and our hearts constantly exploring 
that pain with every moment. 

It’s been more than two years since 
Sam died. We are forever broken. But 
over time, momentarily, the ragged 
edge feels smooth; we pass over the 
craggy part a little less often, perhaps. 
A picture that unexpectedly moves us 
back in time, a song we would sing  
together, a story retold — these mo-
ments suddenly bring us back to the 
pain. Sam’s photos still hang on our 
walls and we speak of him regularly. 
We revisit the pain. And while we’ve 
adopted new rhythms, we are always 
aware of our loss. A glance passes 
between us at family moments, and 
we know that we are both standing 
on that broken edge. 

Our path through the darkness is lit, 
not only by Sam, but by our other 
children. Though we may plead to 
continue to parent this one child, 
our other children call us back to life. 
And we have a marriage that holds us 
together, and each of us is a partner 
for the other — a needed shoulder to 
lean on. As rabbis, our work requires 
great attention, as well as our full 
hearts, our creativity, and our passion. 

We have come to learn that we can-
not be only in a place of sadness. 
We want to celebrate and love and 
play and create. We cannot ignore 
the world’s goodness because we 
are pulled toward the valley of the 
shadow. Through we sometimes feel 
that we should “carry on his legacy” 
and “honor his life,” the truth is that 
Sam was precious because he was our 
child and all parents think that their 
children are special. He was a little 
boy and we loved him, and that is 
what we have. An 8-year-old leaves 
behind little in the way of unique 
accomplishments. The light is there 
because the alternative is darkness.

There is a large part of each of us 
that isn’t here, that exists somewhere 
else — buried in a small grave, with 
a marker that reads: “Beloved son, 
brother, grandson, cherished nephew, 
super friend. Samuel Asher Sommer. 
Forever 8, forever in our hearts.” We 
are neither whole nor incomplete. 
Without Sam, our lives are a little 
less bright, certainly less sweet. But, 
each day, we find more brightness 
and sweetness. Each day, through the 
cracks, we continue to seek the light.
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Art by Victor Raphael

Rabbi Phyllis Sommer  is director of 
congregational learning at Am Shalom in 
Glencoe, Ill. Rabbi Michael Sommer is the 
founding rabbi of Har Shalom Synagogue in 
Highland Park, Ill. 



The Hopeful Edges  
of Trauma
Eitan Kensky

A windowpane shatters in Avrom 
Sutzkever’s prose poem “Green 
Aquarium.” Sutzkever (1913-2010) 
was the greatest Yiddish poet of the 
second half of the 20th century, 
and “Green Aquarium” is his most 
idiosyncratic work. The poem narrates 
a prophetic vision: The dead people 
Sutzkever has known — those who 
died in the Holocaust — appear  
to him through a crack in the ground.

First, the vision restores him: Green. 
Rebirth. Life. “The green of mossy 
stones in a rain...First green under 
melted snow in a circle around a blue 
wildfire.” But the poet peers deeper 
and the green becomes horror. “Death 
has embalmed them with green 
existence; they all swim in the green 
aquarium in a kind of silken, airy 
music.” Only a windowpane separates 
the living poet from the swirling, 
fishlike ghosts of his memory. 

Sutzkever survived the Vilna Ghetto 
and he was a partisan in the forests 
of Lithuania. His first collection, Lider 
(Poems), was published in 1937. He 
used modernist rhymes and rhythms, 
but his subject was eternal: nature. 

“Green Aquarium” and the other 
prose poems later collected under 
that title were written in the early 
1950s. Sutzkever’s poetry was turning 
from the natural world to memory 
and remembrance, and “Green 
Aquarium” marked a break from his 
earlier work and earlier life. 

“Green Aquarium” is often received 
as Sutzkever’s statement about the 
limits of poetry. The poet’s language 
can raise the dead, but only as long 
as the poem lasts; he cannot actually 
make a world come alive. Anything 
a writer summons is ephemeral. 
Sutzkever’s attempt to immerse 
himself in the green aquarium is 
destructive. In an imagined dialogue, 
the poet says: “This barrier will soon 
vanish…I’ll smash the green pane 
with my head.” 

And the aquarium bursts and the 
vision vanishes. The world he 
conjured washes away. The link to the 
past is broken, gone. The writer has 
to abandon two dreams: living again 
with his lost loved ones and reviving 
them through words. His words — 
any words — lack the needed power. 
Words can only embalm. 

There are artists of brokenness and 
artists who vocalize the broken. There 
are artists who force us to live in the 
periods of emptiness and duress. 
Their words make us experience 
every turn and twist. They vocalize 
the broken — the loss of money, 
spirit, emotion. They teach us what 
they experienced.

Sutzkever is an artist of brokenness. 
Though he was fundamentally 
broken, he didn’t typically force us 
to dwell in his worlds and encounter 
chaos. Neither did he explore his 
psychological wounds or vocalize 
the broken. His lines are constrained 

and immaculately constructed; the 
rhymes surprise us. His poetry never 
exposes anything raw or unformed, 
which is why the decision to smash 
the pane is silently devastating. Like 
Moses, he chooses not to talk, but 
to strike. The act is impulsive and, 
while it leads to catastrophe, it’s also 
exhilarating and emotionally honest. 
Breaking is inherently violent. 

Sutzkever’s words, most often, are 
like tempered glass, shielding us 
from the blows of the past. But 
here, Sutzkever abandons words. He 
announces his intent to strike; the 
aftermath is a silence that conveys 
what words cannot. In that absence, 
we understand the emotion of the 
wreckage. The best art is a kind 
of violence that forces us into a 
confrontation. 

It seems somehow necessary that 
the word we use to describe the way 
out of emptiness is breakthrough. A 
breakdown ends with a breakthrough. 
Artists break with the past; they break 
with their earlier work. They emerge 
by breaking out. The same verb is 
used in the crisis’s beginning and 
its resolution. The hopeful edge of 
trauma and emptiness is that it cannot 
last. There are only two possibilities: 
collapse or escape. Sutzkever says that 
he wants to shatter the glass so that the 
barrier will vanish — but perhaps he 
wants the green aquarium to dissolve 
for other reasons, to be momentarily 
free of everything he experienced, to 
escape and to find a new equilibrium. 
The image of broken glass is a hopeful 
one: a Jewish wedding, a marriage, a 
new beginning. 
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Eitan Kensky is director of collections 
initiatives at the Yiddish Book Center, and 
co-founding editor of In geveb, a journal 
of Yiddish studies (ingeveb.org). “Green 
Aquarium” can be found on forward.com/
shma-now/. 
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Kintsugi
This is a Japanese method of 
repairing pottery with gold or silver 
lacquer. The method suggests that 
a piece of pottery is more beautiful 
for having been broken. 
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that we can open ourselves to feel raw 
emotion, to call out for help, and to make 
ourselves available for transformation.

It is not only human beings who are 
broken. According to sixteenth-century 
Lurianic Kabbalah (mysticism), the world as 
we know it comes to be when the power-
ful divine emanation shatters the vessels 
meant to contain it. Human beings are 
charged with tikkun, repair, of this broken 
world through ritual acts and intentions. 
While contemporary Jews often speak of 
tikkun olam (repairing the world) as a goal, 
Kabbalah teaches that human beings as 

we know them come to exist only as a 
result of the initial shattering of the divine 
vessels — and they may or may not have a 
place in a fully repaired world. 

To be human, then, is to encounter 
brokenness and to live in a broken world. 
Though we try to fix our world and our-
selves, we know that some brokenness may 
be necessary — and may even bring us 
closer to the divine.  

continued from page 1
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“Set aside some time each  
day for heartbreak. Isolate 
yourself with God with a  
broken heart for a given time, 
but the rest of the day should 
be joyful.”

– Reb Nachman of Breslov



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 “shevirah”—“Embracing Imperfection and brokenness.” 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, that 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 else, 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. To support your conversation, you 
can print out a PDF of the entire issue focusing on “shevirah” from  
http://forward.com/shma-now/ or email Susan Berrin, Sh’ma Now editor-in-
chief, at SBerrin@shma.com.

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 you print out the article in 
question, or provide the link to it, and ask people 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 Jill Jacobs (p. 1) writes that the blasts of the “shofar reveal a secret: 
wholeness and brokenness cannot be separated from one another.” How do 
you imagine that connection—and in what circumstances do brokenness 
and wholeness intersect? 

•  Eitan Kensky’s  essay [p. 5] explores art as a creative response to disequilibrium. 
He analyzes the poetry of Avrom Sutzkever, specifically the poem “Green 
Aquarium.” How do you understand the relationship of breakage and art? In 
what ways do you agree and disagree with Leonard Cohen’s line, “There is a 
crack, a crack in everything. That’s how the light gets in.”?

•  Shaul Magid [p. 3] writes about the myths that sustain us as a people. 
“Myths are like living things; they are born, they serve a purpose, and they 
die.” What myths have grabbed hold of American Jewry, and what role 
do these myths play in constructing community? Do some myths need to 
be shattered? How have you personally shifted your religious and cultural 
experiences in response to the mythology you’ve bumped up against? 

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

•  Rabbis Phyllis and Michael Sommer [p. 4] lost their son Sam to Leukemia 
a few years ago. Though devastated, they are beginning to learn that they 
“cannot be only in a place of sadness… It seems to be an insult to the world 
to ignore its goodness because we would rather live in the valley of the 
shadow.” What are the ways that you keep memories alive while moving 
beyond the darkest places of mourning? What helps you adjust to changing 
realities of loss?

•   In Rabbi Jill Jacobs’  essay [p. 1], she quotes the Psalms in suggesting that 
brokenness gives us greater access to God. “God is close to the broken-hearted.” 
(34:19) Do you feel a deeper spiritual closeness when you feel broken-hearted? 
Do you seek spiritual succor? Where do you go for that succor?

•   In NiSh’ma, [p. 2] three writers explore what it means that the “broken 
tablets were placed in the holy Ark along with the second, intact set.” 
Look specifically at Rabbi Adina Lewittes’ commentary where she suggests 
that the shards remind us of “sacred symbols of… eternal disassembling 
and reassembling that bind a people, that animate a soul.” How do you 
understand her commentary? Do you agree? Nathan Ehrlich uses his 
personal history to understand the role of accepting brokenness as part of a 
healing process. “We hold onto brokenness because it is an essential part of 
gaining wisdom, growing, and, indeed, living.” In what situation has this 
advise been helpful to you? Rabbi Margie Klein Ronkin examines the writing 
of the Apter Rebbe, who suggests that the second set of tablets allowed 
Moses to work with the people to put them back together. “Only when the 
entire community plays a role in creating the rules will they all abide the 
rules.” Can communities work with their leaders in constructing the rules of 
governance? How does it work and what are the pitfalls? 

SH’MA NOW | forward.com/shma-now
JUNE 2016 | SIVAN 5776

8

Consider  
& Converse
A Guide to Shevirah / Brokenness 
/ Embracing Imperfection


