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Reconstructionism Today  Spring-Summer 2004
Volume 11, Number 3, By Rabbi Shawn Zevit 
	IN TRAVELING THE CONTINENT over the past several years to help Jewish communities develop and to conduct JRF leadership workshops, I have participated in numerous conversations about our mission and goals as a movement. I have heard, from self-described "classical Kaplanians" through to "neo-Hasidic" Reconstructionists, many interpretations of Reconstructionist theology, philosophy and practice. Some "classical" voices decry the new spiritual explorations occurring in some corners of the movement and claim that Kaplan, were he to reappear, would bemoan how far afield our individualistic spiritual journeying and experimentation have taken us. On the other hand, I have heard a newer generation of Reconstructionists criticize what they perceive as "nostalgia" for an intellectual approach to Jewish life that, they believe, leaves the body and spirit at the door and ignores the needs of spiritual seekers.

I believe that if Mordecai Kaplan were, in fact, beamed into a Reconstructionist havurah's Shabbat service at one of the many Quaker, Unitarian or other church settings that often house us -- or at one of the stellar, state-of-the-art synagogue buildings that more than 25 percent of our affiliates have constructed or acquired during the past decade -- he would be disappointed if he saw an exact replica of Reconstructionist services and style from his time. 

For all of the diversity of personality and practice within our 100-plus affiliates, Mordecai Kaplan's core ideas of religious naturalism, egalitarianism, democratic decision-making, and an empowered rabbinate and membership have produced dynamic, creative communities. These communities share many important characteristics: gender equality, shared leadership, a welcoming atmosphere, lifelong educational practices, liturgical and ritual creativity, a serious embrace of tradition, a commitment to tikkun olam and mutual support, and a conscious search for meaningful, sustainable lives as Jews and as human beings on the planet.

Varieties of Spiritual Practice range from traditional text study, prayer, gemilut hasadim (acts of loving-kindness), following mitzvoth, acts of tikkun olam (social justice). Other Omer calls cover these topics (see www.jrf.org/omer/2010). The following packets addresses both renewed traditional and emerging areas of Jewish spiritual practice such as Mussar, Jewish meditation, Torah Yoga, and chant among others.
SPIRITUAL COMMUNITY
http://www.ijs-online.org/practices_community.php 
Jewish religious life is an engaged practice. Jewish belief and commitment manifests through action – performance of the mitzvot, participation in religious ritual and communal organizations. Mainstream Jewish practice has never been monastic, even as individuals may have practiced forms of seclusion. Therefore, the introduction of retreat practice as a spiritual practice is innovative, and for some seems at first glance to be a betrayal of a Jewish ethos. 

Yet, it is precisely the overwhelmingly social – and organizational – aspect of Judaism that has contributed to obscuring the spiritual in contemporary Jewish life. The American ethos of production, of constant measurement and evaluation and of achievement produces a culture constantly in forward movement. To sit still, to be and not do is often seen as a sign of moral laxity and laziness, even among Jews who innovated the day of rest. Further, the competitive aspect of American culture, seasoned with the Jewish tradition of (scholarly) argument and contrarianism, has contributed to the creation of a contemporary Jewish culture that is often competitive and critical, expressing values in conflict with many modes of deep spiritual experience. As a consequence, many of those who would find a spiritual home in Judaism are alienated from it; those who could make it so, i.e. rabbis and cantors, suffer exhaustion and despair. 

The emergence of a multicultural society in the late 20th century created more opportunities to experience a variety of cultures while also creating greater separation between communities. The pace of work and the profusion of activities for children impacted negatively the time families spent together. American culture became one in which everyone was “bowling alone.” Many people recognized that in the effort to create and sustain community that they were able to sense the presence of something larger than they, an intimation of the divine. 

What Spiritual Community Is 

The goal of spiritual practice is to meet God in our hearts and in the world. The quest for union with God, to overcome the barriers between our soul and the Soul of all, may seem to lead us away from other people. Our primary experience as embodied human beings is that of duality: my self and the other, my self and the world, my self and my experiences, my self and God. If we wish to move beyond that duality, we need to work from the world we know. Thus, we reach out to others with whom we can find mutual support, and in whom we find that which we seek: God’s presence, God’s being. Spiritual community is that place and moment in which seekers join together to support each other, and thereby themselves, in seeking God. 

Spiritual Community is both an enactment and an experience. It is the affirmative acknowledgement of unconditional acceptance of the other, grounded in awareness of the image of God inherent in the other. It is the active seeking of the spark of divinity in the other, for the sake of experiencing God’s presence in that manner, and to reflect that light back to the one in whom it resides. It is an offer of safety and security to another, toward the end of supporting the emergence of that which is deeply hidden in the heart and soul. Thus, as each participant enacts this offering of safety and security, loving curiosity and caring acceptance toward the other, each participant is the recipient of this offering as well. This mutual acceptance and offering, receiving and discovering, is the foundation of spiritual community. 

It is safety that builds the trust that enables isolated individuals to leave the private wilderness where they imagine they are alone. In this way, step-by-step, they ease into the comfort, power and hopefulness of sacred community. Once individuals taste the possibility of sacred community and the soul is stirred or rekindled, a process of transformation is set in motion. They are motivated to take on spiritual practices or to enhance their current practice with deeper intentionality. They will seek to join and create more opportunities to participate in sacred community and to inspire all their relationships with what they have experienced and learned. 

Sacred community is intimately tied to embracing spiritual practice, a life of mitzvot with kavannah, as a way of life. Just as we require a minyan for the recitation of certain prayers, we also need the support of like-minded people to support our spiritual growth. We will not find that support or the affirmation of these values in most quarters. It is very difficult to sustain the ongoing development of a relationship with the Divine, a way of perceiving life as a journey to wholeness that is redolent with meaning when one is cast ashore alone in secular, materialist America

Just as we articulate the structure and guidelines for creating a spiritual community, and the frame of the retreat itself helps to sustain it, so all of the activities of the retreat practice sustain it. When we gather for prayer, in our presence to one another, making a minyan, responding “amen” or joining voices with others, we express our willingness to give up a part of our independence to create something larger. Like the angels in the kedusha we offer with loving assent our invitation and welcome to create a sacred community. 

There is a similar quality to the mindfulness meditation and yoga practice, but it manifests in silent awareness. That is, except for instructions and an infrequent question, meditation and yoga practice take place in silence. When we sit, we confront our inner voices, learning how our commentary regarding ourselves and others is self-generated, independent of the acts, manners or characters of others. We learn to let go of our self-assessment and our jockeying for position to become present to the given moment. Similarly in yoga, while all of the participants are present for the activity, each is involved in his or her own personal practice. Each is invited to attend to the inner experience of resistance, reluctance, pridefulness and the comparing thoughts that arise. Out of that awareness we come to recognize each participant as a perfect being in that moment, no more and less than we ourselves. When we learn to let go of our embarrassment or overcome our pride we open to the other and offer willing support in our personal, perfect performance to the other. Yoga is as much dependent on spiritual community as it is a mode of creating it. 

In the text study, particularly in hevruta, spiritual community comes into being again. The smallest community is the face-to-face meeting of two people. When participants join to study in hevruta they are made aware of their need for help in accessing a text, or in their well developed skill in the same task. They are challenged, then, to be able to either speak the truth without shame or hesitation, or to offer help without lording it over the other. Acceptance of self and of other, appreciation for the other and oneself are the dynamics contributing to the sacred quality of this relationship. Once experienced in the small unit of the hevruta, participants learn to practice this in the larger group as well. Self-control – often absent in Jewish professional gatherings – becomes a communal virtue; interrupting others, calling out and dominating a discourse become communal vices. 


The Power of Jewish Ritual as Spiritual Practice: Tradition and Innovation
Compiled by Simcha Zevit

Webster’s Dictionary Definition of Ritual:
	1.
	An established or prescribed procedure for a religious or other rite.


	2.
	Any practice or pattern of behavior regularly performed in a set manner.


	3.
	A prescribed code of behavior regulating social conduct, as that exemplified by the raising of one's hat or the shaking of hands in greeting.


The Art of Public Prayer by Lawrence Hoffman: Ritual further defined

Ritual is how we play out prearranged scripts of behavior to shape specific durations of time. Since each script is repeated regularly, it prepares us to anticipate the high and low points of our lives... Ritual helps us minimize our dependence on chance; it arranges our lives into relatively small packages of moments that matter. 

Let us call empty rituals “ritualizations”. The script is played out, but the actor’s minds and hearts are elsewhere. Whether a ritual is experienced as a meaningful ritual or an empty “ritualization” depends on the psychological expectations of the ritual’s participants, and the degree to which they are able to recognize and enjoy the ritualistic high point – a moment of fulfillment of the ritual’s purpose. 

What is necessary for meaningful ritual is the common acceptance of the “script”; the common decision to see symbolic significance in behavior that would otherwise appear secondary or even foolish; and the consensus to invest oneself psychologically in the whole drama, waiting for what everyone accepts as the high point (or low point) in the ritual’s curve, the moment that makes it all worthwhile. 

Talmud Bavli: 29b (on changes to tradition)

When Moses stood at Sinai, he watched God tying crowns onto the letters of the Torah. He asked, "Why are you doing this?" God said, "One day there will be a man so great that he will be able to interpret even the crowns of the letters." Moses said, "I want to see this man."    Immediately, Moses is transported to the study house of Rabbi Akiba, where he finds himself in the back row. He listens for a while to the debate and finds that he understands nothing of what is being said. He becomes so distressed he grows faint.

Finally, a student asks Rabbi Akiba, "Master, where did you learn this?" Akiba answers, "It is a law given to Moses at Sinai." Moses is comforted. (Talmud Bavli, Menachot 29b)

Mordecai Kaplan on Reconstructing Ritual:

If the changes proposed for reconstructing Jewish ritual are intended to give it vitality and freshness, there is no need to fear that such changes will ever lead to a radical break with tradition. Reconstructionism does not wish to give a coup de grace to important rites which, in our day, tend to be neglected. On the contrary, it wished to modify them that they would be likely to be revived. To reconstruct means to reaffirm, re-achieve, reestablish. (From Questions Jews Ask, p. 236-237, 239) 

Moredcai Kaplan on the Symbolic Significance of Ritual:

The chances of retrieving Jewish ritual practices are greater if we learn to approach them from a socio-psychological, rather than a theological, standpoint. Viewed empirically, religious symbols are objects displayed or actions performed, as a means of evoking helpful attitudes, ideas, and values pertaining to God. Symbols and rituals are inherently a means of communication. If they are religious in character, they act as a means of communication concerning states of mind pertaining to God which are regarded as helpful by a number of people. Those people, by virtue of their common approval of what those symbols mean, constitute a religious fellowship or community. Symbols and rituals, therefore, perform for them the additional function of articulating their collective mind or soul. Such is the collective mind of a people, a church, or a religious fellowship. And finally, all relationship to God is assumed by those who wish to abide in it to be essential to their salvation, or fulfillment as human beings. The religious symbol or ritual, therefore, by making them aware of that relationship, functions normally as a means to their salvation. (From Judaism Without Supernaturalism, pp. 49-50, 52-53)

A “Four Worlds” Approach to Ritual (Derived from Kabbalah and Hasidic Thought):

1. Assiyah/Action: What is the action being taken? This could include actual physical action, or words sung or spoken, expressing the meaning and satisfying the intention of the ritual. 

2. Yetzirah/Feeling: What is the emotion that this ritual captures? How do we allow for the heart to open in the course of the ritual? Is there opportunity to feel internally or express outwardly the emotional “flavor” of the ritual? 

3. Briyah/Intellect: Is there an understanding of the ritual – its history, connection to the text being used, an understanding of the context that links the present to the past and/or the future? Have we learned enough about the ritual for it to be meaningful to us?

4. Atzilut/Spiritual: What is the spiritual potential of the ritual? How is it an expression of our connection to God? To our own hearts and souls? To community? 
Reclaiming Mikveh: Bringing New Life to Sacred Waters
http://jrf.org/Mayyim-Hayyim-Mikveh-Conference   Rabbi Barbara Rosman Penzner serves Hillel B’nai Torah in Boston. She is a past president of the RRA and serves on the board of Mayyim Hayyim.
“The mikveh guide holds the oversized white sheet before her face, so the woman into the water is modestly screened. The gentle lapping as she takes each of the seven steps down can be heard through the transom, into the light-filled atrium where three rabbis stand. They can hear the guide softly explain how to immerse, then a splash, silence, and another splash. A blessing rises through the transom and three rabbis respond vigorously, “Amen.” We welcome a new Jew.

Since Mayyim Hayyim opened in Newton, Massachusetts in May, 2004, I have been present at many more immersions than in my previous seventeen years as a rabbi. Many more conversions of adults and affirmations for infants and children, than before; I have also been with a woman who celebrated receiving her driver’s license three years after an auto accident left her with brain damage. One woman came to celebrate taking on a Hebrew name, a symbol of her renewed interest in Jewish study and practice. Six women stood in the atrium and sang before each immersed, in preparation for her adult bat mitzvah. Brides and grooms have come as well. And I have fulfilled a personal dream of immersing every year prior to leading Yom Kippur services. In fact, the past two years at Mayyim Hayyim: Living Waters Mikveh and Education Center has brought in over 2,000 individuals, most of whom had never seen a mikveh before.

Twenty years ago, the Reconstructionist journal published my first article about mikveh, and a dream was born. Along with colleague Rabbi Amy Small (then fellow-RRC student Amy Levenson), we created a ritual for brides and explained to our Reconstructionist audience what a mikveh is, and how one practices immersion. That ritual entered contemporary Jewish culture through Anita Diamant’s first book, The New Jewish Wedding. Anita, who is the founding president of Mayyim Hayyim, shared an interest in mikveh through her experience of witnessing her husband’s conversion at the Orthodox mikveh in Boston. For years we talked about
creating a mikveh we could call our own. Today, the dream we all nurtured is flourishing and mikveh is now “in vogue” in Boston, and catching on among liberal Jews across North America. People call and visit from across the continent, as well as from Israel and Europe, to learn what we have learned: that mikveh can be one of Judaism’s most meaningful ritual acts and that people are thirsty for its transformative power. Discovering mikveh as rabbinical students was a bit like finding a beautiful artifact at an archaeological site, dusting it off and displaying it in a private museum. Over the years, we encountered individuals, one by one, who shared our passion for this ancient ritual, and left large groups of listeners and readers a bit bewildered. “Why would a modern woman want to return to such a primitive ritual?” they asked.

It took the creation of a mikveh that belongs to everyone who enters, no matter what his or her background, marital status, or Jewish affiliation, to answer that question. Traditionally, men also use the mikveh before Shabbat and at other times. At Mayyim Hayyim, both women and men have taken to the water for spiritual nourishment at times of life transition that lack any formal Jewish blessing or ceremony.

Our dream burst forth into a thousand seeds this past June, when Mayyim Hayyim hosted
its first international conference, “Reclaiming Mikveh: Pouring Ancient Waters into a Contemporary Vessel.” Cosponsored by every arm of the Reconstructionist movement, along with the Conservative and Reform movements, ALEPH, and other local and national Jewish agencies, the event attracted many who have been nurturing a new vision of Jewish ritual for decades, as well as young and old who encountered mikveh for the first time. The conference provided workshops on multiple uses of mikveh: for conversion, celebration, and healing. Text study was offered at every session, and workshops were geared for educators, clergy,

and lay people. Dr. Norman Cohen, professor of midrash at Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, opened with a moving keynote tracing the connections between water, song, and redemption, reminding us that “Miriam’s well is everywhere” — that is, we need to draw on our own wells of potential. A high point for me was a robust conversation about “new rituals” featuring feminist scholars who have dug many wells over the years: Dr. Rachel Adler, Rabbi Elyse M. Goldstein, Dr. Lori Hope Lefkovitz, Dr. Vanessa Ochs, as well as a younger Conservative rabbi, Lauren Berkun. The presentations drew upon deep experience of the art of creating new rituals and their impact on liberal Judaism as we know it today. As I looked around the packed auditorium, I was gratified to see excitement and understanding on so many faces, including a number of young Reconstructionist rabbis.

This renewed approach to mikveh has much in common with a Reconstructionist approach to Jewish ritual in general. We have taken one of the simplest and most basic elements of life and rediscovered the symbolic effects of cleansing our souls. Mayyim Hayyim’s library contains an astounding collection of texts on mikveh and on women and ritual that truly reflect the revolution that has taken place in Judaism in North America over the past twenty years. The library also contains prayers for “just add water” rituals: collections of readings for a variety of life passages, much like the resources found on Kolot’s ritualwell.org (which had its roots in the RRC

“Creative Liturgy Library” of an earlier generation). The ritual of immersion is grounded in ancient traditions and simultaneously draws on our contemporary sensibilities.

Mikveh is a unique ritual in that it requires kavvanah to be considered effective. Merely immersing because it’s the thing to do touches the body, but not the soul. One of my favorite texts comes from Rambam’s Mishne Torah (Maimonides’s code) on the rituals of mikveh and immersion, in which he reminds us firmly that the water must be added to a substance to have an impact: “The Sages have said, if a person immerses, but without special intention, it is as though he or she has not immersed at all. . . . we may find a hint of the inner meaning of this mitzvah: just as one who sets his heart on becoming clean becomes clean as soon as he has immersed, although nothing new has befallen his body, so, too, one who sets his heart on cleansing himself from the uncleanness of the soul — namely, wrongful thoughts and false convictions — becomes clean as soon as he consents in his heart to reject those counsels and brings his soul into the waters of true beliefs (Hilkhot Mikveh 11:12).
Discovering Mikveh as rabbinical students was a bit like finding a beautiful artifact at an 

archaeological site, dusting it off and displaying it in a private museum. Mikveh is not magic. Just as one prepares to do teshuvah, to repent one’s misdeeds prior to the Yamim Nora’im (High Holy Days), one must come to the mikveh with intention. Not everyone has a beautiful, open communal mikveh nearby, but maybe you’ll be surprised and discover that one is being built in your community in the near future. Those who attended the Reclaiming Mikveh conference came away with a new vision of immersion, and possibly of Jewish life itself, and may be bringing that to your city. If not, there may be an ocean or lake near you, where you can experience this same ritual. The idea that thousands of people are eager to strip down to their naked essence, to

remove piercings and nail polish and makeup and contact lenses, gives me hope. If we are so willing to shed these layers of our outer identity, then perhaps we may also be ready to cast off the dirty little secrets, the annoyed looks and tight lips, and all the other manifestations that prevent us from being our best selves. When I am at Mayyim Hayyim, I notice that this is a place where anger does not take root. In this place, people are kind and gentle, understanding and patient. Whatever is happening behind the closed doors of the mikveh is flowing out and watering parched souls.
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http://www.mussarleadership.org/practice.html 

Mussar  Practice- Beula Trey (Presenter)

1. Commit yourself to the study of Mussar for at least thirteen weeks. Work on each of the thirteen middot outlined in Rabbi Mendel of Satanov’s Cheshbon ha-Nefesh for one week. Once you have finished the first thirteen week cycle, start again with the first middah.

2. On awakening every morning, remember the middah on which you are currently working. Recite the phrase that you found to help you remember that middah.

3. Set a specific time and place for daily Mussar work. Late at night or early in the morning, when most everyone else is asleep, is the time of least distraction. Whatever time you set, keep it consistently. Use the time to review your previous day in terms of your middah. Focus on how your practice of your middah affects others in your life.

4. Use a checklist to keep track of your work on the week's middah.

5. Find a phrase (a pasuk) that reminds you of your middah and repeat it (or sing it, if possible) to help in cultivating that character trait. For example, for the middah of Truth one might sing, V'tahayr libaynu l'ovd'cho be-emet, ("Purify our hearts to serve You in truth").

6. Practice Mussar Chesbon daily. Keep a journal in which you record an incident or two from the day that showed when you did (or did not) apply the middah of the week.

7. Keep a “commonplace book” in which you write quotable passages from books that you are reading along with your reflections on those passages. Record phrases that you find in your reading that you can recite to help you to keep your middah. 

8. Study Torah daily — Tanach, Talmud, or the works of Jewish spiritual writers. Examine these texts through the lens of your middah.

9. Engage in hevruta. Find a Mussar buddy (haver) with whom you can speak at least once a week.  Exchange personal anecdotes of how the middah has played out in your life that week.  Speak with your Mussar buddy in the middle of the week, after you have some experience with the middah, but still have several days left to apply the insights and inspiration that will inevitably come from your conversation. 

10. Add one mitzvah to your daily practice. 
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What is Meditation? 
by Rabbi Sheila Peltz Weinberg, http://www.awakenedheartproject.org/author/sheila  

Questions abound in our teaching and learning. Questions abound in our effort to establish and clarify a vocabulary that we can use to communicate with each other and to commune with the resources of the past. What is meditation? What is mindfulness? What is spiritual practice? What is prayer? What are mitzvoth? What is authentically Jewish and what is not? And, of course, what is the relationship between any of these things and the others.

There are two fundamental ways to approach these questions. The first is “What do we do?” and the second is “Why do we do it?” I find the “what” question a question that opens into multiplicity and the “why” question one that leads to unity. In other words, there are multiple forms of meditation, prayer and spiritual practice but ultimately they tend toward the same or similar aims. We may use different language to describe these aims, but I would suggest that they are different ways to speak about the same thing.

What are we speaking about? What do we hope will be accomplished by spiritual practice? Here is a list of aims or intentions that may be all pointing at the same center.
· Establishing and expanding our relationship with God 

· Expanding our awareness, becoming more awake in our lives 

· Expanding into a higher consciousness, perspective, understanding 

· Living with Divine qualities of openheartedness, compassion, patience, tolerance, loving kindness, generosity, humility, trust, reverence, gratitude, etc. (middot) 

· Expanding our ability to receive and give love from Divine and human sources – Ahavah Rabah through V’ahavta 

· Experiencing and acting from integration, unity, wholeness- of body, mind, emotions, spirit, of inner and outer, of different dimensions of existence, of the seeker and the sought. 

· Understanding the relationship between acting wholesomely and a sense of being part of the Whole. 

· Living with more ability to make choices that conform with our intentions 

· Being more responsive in relation to oneself and others, rather than acting out of habit and reactivity 

· Being more peaceful not because one is withdrawn or indifferent but because one has an understanding of what contributes to aggression and violence and what alleviates it 

· Having a perspective that is more able to include the different dimensions of existence including the unpleasant, the different, the weak, the uncertain, the fleeting. 

· Understanding the relationship between suffering and the self that is craving a thing, an experience or a state of being 

· The ability to live with joy and praise 

· The transformation from being a slave of Pharaoh, controlled by unconscious inner and outer forces and a servant of God, one who is able to be in relationship with the Eternal unfolding of existence from moment to moment. 

· Being less self centered and more other centered, not in order to manipulate others but out of a true identification and sense of commonality 

· All of the above is to the end of being part of a holy community and a redeemed world 

Saying that spiritual practices train our minds, shape our consciousness and mold our character can sum this up. We undertake spiritual practice in order to change in some way, even if it is only a change of perspective. In more traditional language we undertake spiritual practices because they bring us closer to God’s will.
How does this work?

Spiritual practices including meditation (whether the object of attention is set at the breath, bodily sensations, a visualization, a mantra, a prayer or at floating open attention), and mitzvoth like Shabbat, Kashrut, and Torah study, and conscious non-harming speech share a similar technology. 

One commits to a particular action as the focus of one’s energy, attention, time, and behavior. One articulates this intention. Then one waits. Soon, the obstacles appear. In a sitting meditation practice we may intend to follow each in breath and each out breath. No sooner do we begin then thoughts rush in or we find ourselves nodding sleepily or in a state of anxiety regarding the pain in our knee or lower back. Or we have decided to observe the Sabbath and an invitation comes our way that is irresistible. Or we promise ourselves to observe kashrut and a strong desire arises to taste the forbidden. Often rationalizing thoughts obscuring the clarity of the original intention surround these temptations.

The training occurs in the next step, the step of renunciation or returning. We see the temptation. We acknowledge it in a non-judgmental and non-personal way realizing that we are seeing forgetfulness in the human mind. As we bring attention to the temptation we see that it has no substance. Each time we do this, the ability to choose is strengthened. Each time we return from distraction or obstacle, the power of habit and unconsciousness is weakened. In this process we begin to see the nature of our minds and the nature of reality itself. We increase our ability to pay attention. And what do we begin to notice? We observe the arising and passing away of thoughts, sensations, sounds, desires, feelings, and moods just as daylight passes and evening comes. We see the consequences of various forms of contraction in the mind or body like fear, desire, suppression, judgment, anger, and aggression. We see the consequences of various forms of expansion like, trust, ease, relaxation, acceptance, generosity and gratitude.

The kinds of spiritual practices we can undertake are limitless. However, ultimately the form is less important than these factors: the commitment to practice, the ability to keep returning to the intention, the attitude one brings to the uncontrollable and the ability to transfer the benefits of the practice into how we live our lives, how we relate to ourselves and others, how free we become to embody the values and ideals we embrace in our minds, how we deal with temptations of all sorts. In other words we practice to live with the wisdom and compassion, which we already possess. We practice to actualize the pure soul, which God has planted with us.

"...That this Song May Be a Witness…” The Power of Chant
by Rabbi Shefa Gold, http://rabbishefagold.com/OnChant.html
Like many Jews, I am a lover of words. I loved Hebrew, even when I didn't "understand" a word of it. The sounds seemed to open up the place inside me that wanted to pour itself out to God. The sounds turned me inside-out in ways that made me feel visible to God. Seen and known and loved. As my love for the sounds, and my knowledge of words grew, I found myself seriously out of step with formal communal prayer. 

My thirst to drink deeply from certain phrases in the liturgy that called to me, was constantly being frustrated by the pace and sheer volume of traditional prayer. I began to look for what was essential in prayer, and to search for the deep structure of the prayer service, which would help me to understand the function and not merely the content of each prayer. My background in music and many forms of meditation prepared me in developing a chanting practice which treated the sacred phrase as a doorway. Repetition became a way of stilling the mind and opening the heart wide. In that wide space it felt as if the sacred phrases were planting seeds. 

In D'varim 31, God instructs Moshe to "write this song for yourselves and teach it to the Israelites; put it in their mouths, that this song may be a witness..." God goes on to predict that when the people enter the Land, they will "get fat", meaning, they will grow complacent and forgetful, breaking the covenant. When that happens, even though they might ignore every teaching, the song that has been planted within them will not be forgotten, and it will serve as a reminder, a witness which can help to redirect the hearts of the people towards the One God. 

The practice of chanting cultivated in me a garden of devotion, yearning, joy and vision - reminders of my connection to God. Gradually I became familiar with the wide range of mind-states which the chants engendered. I was drawn especially to the ecstatic states which were both healing and empowering. At some point in my training I became less attached to those ecstatic states, and began to notice the silence which followed the chant. I felt myself drawn into that silence. I had known that the chant was a doorway, but before I really understood the invitation of the silence, I had not really entered. 

Entering the Mishkan 

Being drawn into the space within, learning to enter it without disturbing its form is like coming into the Mishkan, the Tabernacle in the desert. So much tender care and attention to detail is described in the building of the Mishkan in the book of Exodus. Artistry, skill, inventiveness and sheer generosity were called forth in that building. When I lead chanting, I feel like B'tzalel, the chief artist, directing this building project whose purpose is to create a dwelling place for God in our community, in our hearts. 

Learning each particular state of mind that it is possible to attain through a certain chant has been a piece of this work. These are the tools I develop. As I expand the repertoire of tools, I feel called to constantly deepen my connection to tradition, so that I may know the prayer service as a transformational process, trust the power of prayer, and integrate the teachings of Torah into the heart that has been opened by that power. 

Another piece of this work is understanding and utilizing the interdependent relationship between the "ecstatic" and the "contemplative". The ecstatic component of chant allows me to move into contemplative space with vitality, and with the strength and fullness of my devotion. Framing chant within the context of a contemplative silent practice creates a space in which the power of the chant can deepen and evolve, allowing its power to unfold in the silence. I want to make clear that my intention is not for the chant to continue in the silence, but rather for the chanter to enter through the door of the chant into the depths and vast expanse of the silence.

Developing a Chant 
In developing a chant I will first choose a phrase from the text that reaches out to me with its beauty or mystery. I pay close attention, not just to the meaning of the words, but to the sounds, both consonant and vowel, and the feelings that those sounds evoke. I've learned that certain sounds are particularly powerful in affecting the mind or heart or body. I've learned that certain rhythms of breathing will produce specific states of mind. I've learned to expand the range of "tones" that will inspire and evoke memory, meaning and depth. I've learned that the power of the chant can sometimes be increased through adding certain body movements or visualizations. I work with the tools that I know so well - melody, harmony, syncopation. And yet I don't use these tools just to make something that is pleasing or beautiful. The chant is not a song. 

The difference between chanting and singing is crucial. Chanting is primarily a meditative process which requires an inward focus on the one hand, and sensitivity to the energy of the group, and a willingness to serve the group on the other. Through the chanting practice, both these foci are cultivated and strengthened. As with any type of meditation, effort is required, and yet at some point one must simply surrender to the power of the chant, the presence that has been invited in, and the transformation that is working through you. 

I will give an example of a chant and how it might be used. The chant consists of a phrase taken from Psalm 23. It is "Kosi R'vaya", often translated as "My cup runneth over." In introducing the chant I would bring something of its context to life. Though I walk through the valley of the deepest darkness, I will not fear evil, for You, God, are with me. How do you manifest yourself to me? I have come face to face with my own demons across the lavish table that You spread before me. And on that table is a cup that is overflowing. 

In building the kavanah, the intention for this chant, I would invite the community to begin to become aware of two different dimensions of "cup". One cup is located in the heart. It is the connection to the source of Life and Love within us, and no matter what befalls us, or what "enemy" faces us from across the table, that inner cup continues to flow and to overflow. The sound of the chant re-connects us to that flow. The other "cup", is the cup that is formed in community. The sound of our voices and the strength of our shared intention create that cup which both contains the divine flow and serves as a vehicle for our nourishment. As we form the cup of community, we enable each person to access exactly what they need, to drink individually from the flow that we create together. 

This chant is composed of three parts which through different rhythmic patterns evoke the feeling of rivulets flowing mellifluously together and apart. Chanting is done with eyes closed, in order to promote greater concentration and less self-consciousness. The chant moves through a number of phases as the community gradually surrenders to its flow and as each heart begins to open in response to the gentle beauty of both the inner and outer flow. Some people may feel a surge of emotion welling up in them. They are instructed to pour that emotional energy into the chant, in service to the group, and to let go of each thought or feeling as it passes. Each repetition is an opportunity to be more present to the fullness of the chant, to bring more attention to listening and receiving the "whole" of the chant, and to refining one's own intention and generosity. 

It is the leader's responsibility to understand the direction, function and potential of the chant in the context of a service or meditation, and to know when to end the chant. Often chant leaders will end too soon, because there is a powerful message that the mind transmits when it is bored. The message to stop the chant arises from normal consciousness when it is threatened, when it can't hold on much longer. The goal is to chant through the boredom, and through the momentary anxiety of losing control or losing the fixed boundaries of self. Past the boredom there is a shift in consciousness, a sudden expansion, and cohesion of the group. 

The most powerful moment of the chant happens in the silence that follows. The chant inclines the mind toward a certain state of consciousness which can be accessed in that moment after the chant. The discipline of chanting teaches how to discern the potential of that moment, let its fullness unfold and walk through the door that is opened by the chant. That "walk" is taken by means of a gentle deliberate directed breathing, and an expanded awareness of the energy that has emerged. A key element to using that energy is a willingness to serve and to surrender one's "personal" experience. Thus the self expands beyond its normal boundaries and there is a taste of connection. In order to grow beyond just tasting, one must encounter certain obstacles to practice, and be careful of certain traps that lie along the way. 

Obstacles and Traps 
I make a distinction between obstacles and traps. It’s important to identify both. Sometimes I look at my practice life as a searching for just the right balance between "Surrender" and "Will". The will is expressed through our commitment to rigor, regularity, moving through difficult places, expending effort, not giving up. 

Each of us faces obstacles to the emergence of Will, whether it be laziness, apathy, confusion, loneliness, despair, or cynicism. The trap of the Will is in feeling that we are in perfect control and all spiritual attainments are within the grasp of our effort. When we get so caught up in the power of the will, that our egos take over, we are in danger of inflation, a serious and destructive malady that eventually excludes the flow of Divine Grace and separates us from each other. 

The main obstacle to Surrender is fear. Fear of the unknown, fear of letting go, fear of not being "in control", fear of opening up to an insight that will compel us to change. The trap of Surrender comes in not being able to discern inner voices, of following blindly, and of rejecting the responsibility of becoming a partner with God rather than merely Her subject. 

All spiritual practice brings us face to face with our particular resistance. In the facing we come to know ourselves, and in that knowledge, comes the growth of compassion and spiritual power. It’s important to remember that resistance isn't what keeps us from the work. It is the work. Sometimes what we yearn for the most is also what we are the most afraid of. 

The practice of chant is powerfully effective in awakening that yearning, and in giving us the energy and courage to face our fears as well. The danger in spiritual practice is that each of us has our "blind spots" in regards to either the nature of resistance or our particular trap. Having either a spiritual friend or teacher to lend us a mirror for those difficult blind spots is important. Just knowing that those blind spots are there can help to keep us humble and careful. 

Meditative Practice in Relation to Prayer 
My chanting practice evolved out of my search for a form of prayer that would bring me to an experience of the Divine, and would continue to deepen and develop with practice. The experience of chant has enhanced and inspired my silent practice. I have what I call a "base" practice that remains the same and has become the foundation for other practices that evolve and change according whatever feels needed. That base practice is a silent 20 minute daily sit that I call D'vekut (cleaving). 

It is a practice of intention. My intention is to be in God's presence and to gently let go of all thoughts that come by, returning to my loving intention to just be in God's presence. One of the purposes of this meditation is to develop an ongoing vital relationship with the Divine. That relationship then becomes the foundation for prayer. The deep silence that can be tasted in D'vekut becomes the wellspring from which a chanting practice can flow. I believe that different forms of Jewish meditation can strengthen one's prayer life. When I work with a sacred phrase from the liturgy, exploring its meaning with the intuitive senses of the heart, letting that meaning expand and affect my inner life, then that phrase will always have power. The cumulative experience of using many phrases from the siddur in meditation gradually injects new life and depth into prayer. 

The power of the chant can help to connect a group to one another. This is especially important in the context of a prayer service. It allows for the experience of praying in the voice of community as well as from an individual perspective. It is important to gradually connect one's solitary meditative practice with formalized communal prayer, so that the spiritual benefit from one can inform the other. 

In leading a chanting service, I study the Torah portion and look for the spiritual challenge that it presents. With that challenge in mind, I will build the kavana for the chants in ways that will inspire a "rising to meet" that challenge. A Chanting Service is a seamless process. The structure of the traditional prayer service becomes a vehicle for healing, self-expression, visioning, inner journeying, and connection - to oneself, each other, the community, the world, and to God. 

God told Moshe, "Put it in their mouths, that this song may be a witness..." Chanting takes the song that is in our mouths and plants it deep in our hearts. There it can grow and flower and bring forth the fruits of constant remembrance. 

January 2, 1997
Rose Mountain 
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http://www.ijs-online.org/practices_yoga.php and http://isabellafreedman.org/yoga 
The Jewish people as a collective body has experienced much trauma to the physical dimension of our lives over the centuries. This awareness is poignant when we recognize that physical experience is the grounding of any lived life. The bible understands sensory experience as integral to the spiritual life. Yet, exile from the land, destruction of the physical places of worship, and years of developing Jewish practices in ‘exile’ and in the wake of the willful intention to destroy our physical existence during the holocaust of the previous century, have pushed Jewish experience largely into the realm of the intellectual as a ‘people of the Book’. It has not felt safe nor possible for many Jews to ground our lives in the physical dimensions of our experience, even as we are physical beings who actually do experience our lives, including our spiritual lives, our intellectual inquiries, and our sense of God, as felt from moment to moment in our bodies. 

In raising up body awareness as a core spiritual practice, “Torah Yoga” seeks to restore a sense of physicality and sensual awareness to our emotional, intellectual and spiritual lives. We create spaces and practices in which participants can begin to explore or deepen their relationship to their bodies as a safe and valuable component of the totality of their lived experience and as a grounding foundation in which to evolve as an integrated and balanced human being. Moreover, we in contemporary society are immersed in a fast-moving, digital age, dominant culture that is increasingly disembodied and divorced from the natural rhythms and flows of the body. Body-based practices that help us learn to notice, trust, and value our body’s intelligence, are a vital component of tapping into the sources of life energy which spiritual, intellectual and emotional practices seek to enhance. 

Through yoga, we can work with physical postures and movements in the body with attention to breath and sensation, that cultivate a deep awareness of how we literally embody spiritual life from moment to moment, from one gesture and breath to the next. 

What We Do 
“Yoga” means to “join” or “yoke,” and it seeks profound integration of the self within a spiritually meaningful context. The branch of yoga that is most directly utilized on retreat is that of hatha yoga, in which asanas or physical postures are held with deep attention and focus. We work with our physical bodies by intentionally assuming poses that stretch, lengthen, and strengthen the body. We learn to pay attention more fully to sensations in our bodies as they move into various shapes and forms, and to the breath that flows in and out. Over time our bodies and our awareness become stronger, more flexible, more balanced, and more relaxed. As we release tensions and blocks in the body, even at the cellular level, there is often release of tensions and constrictions held in the mind and the emotions as well. As this process unfolds, we can experience more spaciousness and renewed capacities for movement and growth in our lives. As we return to the yoga mat to practice regularly, we learn to ground ourselves in awareness of the moment and in our attunement to details of our inner lives as they show up in the stretching, holding and releasing of the poses. And as the surface constrictions give way to a more expansive sense of possibility underneath, spiritual awakenings and movement can happen as well. 

While on retreat, we encourage our participants to cultivate this kind of heightened awareness in all of the work that they do. We stretch ourselves in mindfulness meditation as we hold the pose of silence; we challenge our balance and flexibility as we assume new postures of thought in study, or cadences in prayer. During our daily yoga practice, we work with our bodies to experience these teachings concretely in the moment, and we renew ourselves physically. We demonstrate on retreat the value of daily renewal not only of the mind and spirit, but also of our bodies. We bring awareness to the physical body as a sacred vessel, a site from which to seek, and perhaps to know, the Divine in our lives. 

Each posture is offered as an opportunity for a physically embodied prayer and as a vehicle through which to “ground” the spiritual teachings tasted in other contexts. As a spiritual concept that is central to Hasidic thought is grappled with in text sessions, and practiced during meditation, we explore what this Jewish spiritual principle might mean as grounded in our bodies. So, if that concept were, for instance, bittul hayesh (self-nullification), we might practice a series of postures that flow one into the next in rapid succession, paying attention to the fluid nature of the sense of the physical as we first assume a form, pour ourselves into it, and then consciously, delicately, release that form, letting the body return to stillness, but for the breath flowing in and out. There is no separate body, no separate self moving, holding and releasing; only the flow of breath, only the movement of intention. This awareness would be sealed in the final release of the day, in a final “relaxation” pose, in which we experience the emptying out of the self in a most concrete and direct manner. 

A different example might involve working with the concepts of constricted states of mind, mochin d’katnut, and expansive states of consciousness, mochin d’gadlut. On retreat we seek to become more attentive to how our awareness of God’s presence in our lives ebbs and flows during the course of a day, a season, a particular context. Our study might be Hasidic texts describing this experience and how to work with it. Meditation practice might be to develop more skillful attentiveness to these flows of awareness, and prayer might afford devotional openings towards expansive states. In yoga practice, we can ground this central Jewish spiritual teaching kinesthetically, to teach that in the body, too, we can know God in more constricted or more expansive ways. So, a practice session might involve a carefully selected sequencing of postures designed to help one become aware of the places of tightness and constriction, numbness and habitual patterning in the body. From this awareness, we can work with the play between tightness and opening, as we gently move through a session’s postures to support the body’s growing more flexible, more open. Again, the asana work is introduced in a prayerful and mindful way that focuses the participants’ awareness on the Jewish spiritual concepts that they now are going to stretch and move with on their mats. 

We wish to raise the awareness that through a touch, a breath, a sigh, a stretch, a silent gaze, we can know God’s presence. Yoga can be a potent tool to help become more attentive to these experiences, another lens through which to “know God in all of our ways.” We seek to continue nourishing this growth, on and off the yoga mat. 

FURTHER RESOURCES
http://www.rrc.edu/site/c.iqLPIWOEKrF/b.1467137/k.FD3A/RRC_Press.htm 

RRC Press “Guide to Jewish Practice Series, ed. Rabbi David Teutsch

http://www.therra.org/Reconstructionist/Spring2005.pdf 

Jewish Ethics: Theory and Practice, The Reconstructionist Journal, Vol. 69, Spring 2005

http://www.therra.org/Reconstructionist/Fall2002.pdf
Dialogue with World Religions, The Reconstructionist Journal, Vol. 63, Fall 1998

http://www.therra.org/Reconstructionist/Fall1998.pdf
New Midrash and New Ritual, The Reconstructionist Journal, Vol. 67, Fall 2002 

http://www.therra.org/Reconstructionist/Spring1999.pdf
Caring and Healing, The Reconstructionist Journal, Vol. 63, Spring 1998

http://jrf.org/files/Fall-Vol14-1.pdf 

The Fall 2006 edition of Reconstructionism Today has just ... The lead article describes the recent conference on mikvah in Judaism.
http://jrf.org/showrt&rid=517 

RT Article: Closing the Apartment, By Rabbi Richard Hirsh
Developing a ritual for the dissolution of a home

http://jrf.org/showrt&rid=618 

RT Article: By Chuck Konigsberg. As a young man, reading Mordecai Kaplan helped Chuck Konigsberg to reconcile his mind and his heart when it came to Jewish ritual. Konigsberg's article is an answer to those who feel that belief and observance are at odds.
http://www.synagogue3000.org/power-a-prayer-shawl-exploring-jewish-ritual-objects 

The Power of a Prayer Shawl, from RT 1994 issue.

http://www.synagogue3000.org/synagogue-life-should-be-handwashing-not-hand-ringing 

The Ritual of Hand-washing, Rabbi Lawrence Hoffman
http://jrf.org/showres&rid=129 

Audio Program: Kabbalah: What Is Jewish Mysticism?, Dr. Joel Hecker
http://jrf.org/showres&rid=752
Article: Take Your Judaism for a Walk: A Reconstructionist Approach
by Marilyn Price, The author's reflections on walking as a Jewish, spiritual, ecological and community-building practice. From the Reconstructionist, January/February 1990.
http://www.synagogue3000.org/generation-four-spirituality-seekers
http://www.mayyimhayyim.org/ 

Mayim Hayyim: Boston’s Jewish Communal Mikveh. Holds conferences which the Reconstructionist Movement sponsors.

http://www.inner.org/meditate/
Authentic Jewish Mysticism and Thought based on the teachings of HaRav Yitzchak Ginsburgh, Online Jewish Meditations 

http://www.awakenedheartproject.org/articles
A series of articles, including 

“What is Meditation”, by Sheila Peltz Weinberg.

 “What is Jewish Meditation”, by Jeff Roth

“Exodus as Liberation” by Norman Fischer

“Jewish Meditation and Buber” by Norman Fischer

http://www.ijs-online.org/practices_meditation.php
Institute for Jewish Spirituality: Mindfulness Meditation as a Core Spiritual Practice

http://www.ijs-online.org/practices_yoga.php
Institute for Jewish Spirituality: Yoga and Body Awareness as a Core Spiritual Practice

http://www.mussarinstitute.org/learning-season.htm#
Mussar Institute: A season of Mussar: A Learning and Practice Module for Congregations, JCCs and Groups

http://www.mussarleadership.org/pdfs/Torah_as_a_Spiritual_Garment.pdf
Torah as a Garment: The Mussar of Learning, by Ira F. Stone (article)

http://mussarleadership.org/index.html
Mussar Leadership: Contemporary Jewish Practice for Responsible Living

http://rabbishefagold.com/OnChant.html
“That This Song May Be A Witness: The Power of Chant”

Article by Rabbi Shefa Gold

http://rabbishefagold.com/HealingModality.html
“Chanting as a Healing Modality”

Article by Rabbi Shefa Gold

http://www.forward.com/articles/1412/
Article: “Rethinking the Meaning of Mikveh”, by Jennifer Siegel 
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