
 
High Holy Days 2018/2019 

Setting Aside 10 Days for Reflection, Responsibility, and 
Renewal 

[i.e. Teshuvah] 
  

There is great value in having a time and place set aside in our busy lives in 
which we can reflect on our lives, our deeds, our actions and interactions.  None of 
us are perfect; most of us make mistakes—even slight ones--in our interactions with 
others, in our care of ourselves, in our care of and relationship to the world around 
us.  Reflecting on our lives, deeds, actions and interactions allows us the opportunity 
to change, grow, improve, and evolve as human beings.  When we do, we can 
become more thoughtful, more whole and healthy:  emotionally, spiritually, and 
physically. 
 By going through a process of honest reflection, we can take responsibility 
for what we have done.  We can apologize for and rectify what we haven’t done well, 
and try to repair any damage we’ve done.  Doing so allows us to move forward into 
the future without the heavy burden of guilt, shame, remorse, self-recrimination.  
Who wants to carry these around for a lifetime?  Rather, we can set our minds and 
our hearts to do things differently, to reach toward new goals, new ways of being in 
the world.  When we do, we can feel refreshed and renewed, re-energized to being a 
cycle of life all over again. 
 We can also, of course, affirm what we have done well.  After all, surely we 
have behaved in ways that are honorable, kind and caring, generous and thoughtful!  
Taking time to reflect would allow us to also celebrate our positive actions and 
interactions.  Affirming the good is a valuable counterpoint to living in a world that 
is filled with so much negativity and harsh judgment.  Maybe it would even inspire 
us, and perhaps others, to continue reaching toward that which is good. 
 When we reflect, it is important to recognize the ways that we are 
interconnected with others.  Therefore, we should also reflect on the health and 
wellbeing of our community and our society, even the world, and consider the role 
we—as individuals and as a collective—may have played in each of those arenas.  It 
may be healing to proclaim our anguish and despair that things are the way they are 
(the tremendous violence, hatred, suffering, and poverty that exist), while also 
considering whether we (individually or together) might have done more—not 
acting when perhaps we could and should have done more.   At the same time, we 
might accept the real limitations that we do have in addressing all of the 
brokenness.  We can affirm the ways we hope to act in the future, doing what is 
within our power and our capability.  Here too, doing so might allow us to let go of 
the guilt, shame, regret, and self-recrimination we may feel, and move forward into 
the future with a renewed sense of energy and commitment.  
 We can do this work alone, or we can do it in the company of others who also 
set this time aside to reflect and recommit.  Surrounded by others who are similarly 
engaged gives greater power to the experience.  Our efforts are witnessed by others, 
just as we witness others’ efforts.  Though we may not know the details of each 



other’s lives, deeds, actions and interactions, being present with one another helps 
us, in a sense, hold each other and our own community accountable.   
 In this time of reflection, acknowledgment, accepting of responsibility and 
affirming the good, are there particular words that we should say or rituals that we 
should perform?  We could write and create them ourselves, or borrow from 
different cultures and traditions.  We could also draw on words, images, melodies 
and rituals that are familiar to us as well as those that are new.  By drawing on those 
that are familiar, we can place ourselves in a broader context.  They might help us 
feel connected to our ancestors, to other Jews in other times and places.  On the 
other hand, we can also use new words, new metaphors, and new rituals that have 
been written and created by people in our own day and time, perhaps allowing us to 
better reflect our own lived experience. 

To whom or what do we speak those words, offer these rituals?  In our world, 
the presence of that which our ancestors called G-d seems remote, inaccessible.  We 
could simply offer up our words and our rituals to the Universe.  Or we could offer 
them up to that which encompasses our universe and universes beyond—whether 
we call that something G-d, Adonai, Elohim, HaShem1, HaMakom,2 Mekor Ha’Chaim,3 
Eyn Sof.4  Whatever we call It, when we send the prayers and the meditations of our 
hearts out into the world, we hope--in some way we cannot fully understand--that 
they will be heard.   
 
So, what could prayer/ritual/worship that does all of these things look like? 

1. Creating Sacred Space 
A.  We need a place where we can quiet our minds and our hearts down.  We 
need to prepare ourselves for the important work that we will do—alone and 
together.  We need to know the others with whom we will do this work, and 
feel a sense of connection and appreciation of them, even if we may not know 
them well.  We need to feel safe. 

a. Music and melodies that are familiar, that touch something deep 
inside are helpful to do this.  They can help us relax, they can be 
touchstones, they can strike resonant chords inside.  Their beauty can 
simply lift us or make us feel good. 

b. We need to acknowledge and greet the others who are doing this 
work with us.  Some we haven’t seen for some time; we need to catch 
up and reconnect.  Seeing others whom we haven’t seen for some 
time, as well as seeing people we do not know at all, stirs things 
inside:  some good, some difficult.  It is good to acknowledge and 
accept the mixture of feelings. 

                                                        
1 HaShem means “The Name,” paradoxically indicating that which is truly beyond all names.   
2 the Place 
3 the Source of all Life 
4 That which is without end.  All of these names could be used instead of pronouncing the 
letters yud, hay, vav, or hay, which we no longer attempt to pronounce. 

 



c. We need to prepare ourselves to do the work we will do over this 
period of time.  We need to do whatever is necessary to not be 
distracted, to be as fully present as possible:  turn off cell phones, get 
physically comfortable.  We can close our eyes (or not) and go inward 
for a few moments to become aware of our feelings:  are we feeling 
openness, resistance, fear, excitement, hope, discomfort?  It is good to 
acknowledge this mixture of feelings too. 

d. We might find it helpful to quietly read some pieces that help put us in 
the proper mood. 

e. We can light candles as a way to mark the change in time and space.  
Lighting of candles is a universal way of helping to make a space feel 
special and sacred, and signals that from the moment the candles are 
lit we have entered into a different space/time. 

f. We can dress in special clothing to help us feel that this time is 
different. 

 
The prayers of our hearts 
 We could just say whatever is in our heart.  But as Abraham Joshua Heschel 
wrote, “We do not realize how much we acquire by dwelling upon the treasures of 
the liturgy until we learn how to commune with the spirit of Israel’s prophets and 
saints.  It is more inspiring to let the heart echo the music of the ages than to play 
upon the broken flutes of our own hearts. . . . It is good that there are words 
sanctified by ages of worship, by the honesty and love of generations.  If it were left 
to ourselves, who would know what word is right to be offered as praise in the sight 
of G-d or which of our perishable thoughts is worthy of entering eternity?  On the 
other hand, one may ask:  Why should we follow the order of our liturgy?  Should we 
not say, one ought to pray when he is ready to pray?  The time to pray is all the time.  
There is always an opportunity to disclose the holy, but when we fail to seize it, 
there are definite moments in the liturgical order of the day, there are words in the 
liturgical order of our speech to remind us.  These words are like mountain peaks 
pointing to the unfathomable . . .” (Heschel, Abraham Joshua, Man’s Quest for God:  
Studies in Prayer and Symbolism, p. 33, Charles Scribner’s Sons, New York). 
 I believe that we can use the prayers of Jewish Tradition as a jumping off 
point, a kind of chariot that will carry the prayers of our own hearts even higher. 
 
Using Mishkan HaNefesh:  The Reform Movement’s new High Holy Day 
Machzor 
 Two years ago we were able to purchase the Reform Movement’s new High 
Holy Day machzor, Mishkan HaNefesh.  The traditional machzor that has been 
passed down to us has many, many prayers with particular histories and layers of 
meaning.  Our new machzor has most of those traditional prayers, but also new 
interpretations, additional poetry, material for text study, and much, much more.  
We could study the machzor for months before the High Holy Days so that we would 
have a better understanding of how best to use it so that we get the most out of it 
during the High Holy Days themselves.  But I imagine it is unlikely that most people 
would do this.  And so, what follows is a brief guide to help you travel through the 



High Holy Days with Mishkan HaNefesh as the manual and guide for your journey.  
The editors have written that the machzor is [only] a tool for exciting and 
transformative worship:  “. . . .what matters is not “mastering the book, but rather 
allowing the book to help us experience transformative, sacred moments.” 
(Introduction, Divrei Mishkan HaNefesh, Central Conference of American Rabbis, 
2016/5776, p. 2).  
 
Some key features:  
The name:  Mishkan HaNefesh: 

The word mishkan means “a sacred dwelling place.”  The Hebrew root of the 
word, sh-k-n, means G-d’s presence; the mem at the beginning signifies a 
place.  It reminds us of the mishkan in ancient Jerusalem where G-d’s sacred 
presence was said to have dwelt.  It was chosen to suggest the idea that 
Jewish people and their families come together in a particular space in order 
to engage in communal worship. 

 
The word HaNefesh means “the soul.”  The editors of this particular machzor 
chose it because they believe that the most fundamental work of the Days of 
Awe must be performed by the individual.  These days invite us to conduct a 
cheshbon hanefesh—an accounting of the soul:  a fearless moral inventory of 
our actions and interactions.  Traditionally, though we must also engage in a 
collective cheshbon haNefesh, a fearless moral accounting of the deeds of our 
community, our society, even all of humanity living at the present time, this 
machzor focuses more on the experience of the individual worshipper—
providing opportunities to engage in personal prayer or reflection, even if 
the congregation as a whole has moved on to a new page.  Individual 
worshippers are encouraged to explore the book on their own and at their 
own pace, even if that means that they don’t keep up with congregation. 
 

A few general explanations: 
• Each service in Mishkan HaNefesh begins with a thematic phrase that seeks to 

highlight the essence of the service.  The goal is not to reduce a service to one 
line but to help the person praying grasp a major motif. 

• The pages are purposely laid out:  on the right side is the more traditional 
rendering of the prayer, and on the left side, a more creative approach. 

• White pages have three basic elements:  a traditional Hebrew prayer, a 
faithful translation, and a transliteration; 

• Gray-tinted pages offer alternative translations, poems, counter-texts, and 
creative readings. 

• Pages with a blue background, set off with a black border, are meant to be 
read or studied silently. 

• There are sidebars on the margins to help the worshipper follow the 
structure of the service. 



• Italics indicate scriptural verses, not responsive readings (as previous 
Reform siddurim indicated). This gives the congregation more choices with 
how particular prayers or readings might be said. 

 
 
Specific Services: 
Erev Rosh Hashanah: 
 As explained above, each service in Mishkan HaNefesh begins with a thematic 
phrase that seeks to highlight the essence of the service.  The phrase “Avinu 
Malkeinu, renew us” is the phrase for Erev Rosh HaShanah.  It encapsulates the 
essential message of the Days of Awe:  We gather to ask that G-d’s judgmental side 
(Malkeinu) be diminished just as G-d’s compassionate side (Avinu) be heightened.  
Ideally, we would mirror this transformation in our own attitudes toward 
others and ourselves. 
 
Rosh HaShanah Morning 
 The overall motif of this service is the sounding of the shofar.  The editors of 
Mishkan HaNefesh, decided to divide the Shofar service into three sections placed at 
different points in the service in order to bring greater attention and focus to the 
meaning of each section.  This year at Kol Haneshamah, we will experiment with 
dividing it into three sections, as the editors suggest. 
 
Kol Nidre 
 The motif of the evening service is a verse from the Book of Numbers in 
which G-d accepts the forgiveness of the recalcitrant Israelites.  The idea is that 
forgiveness from G-d is a given. Therefore, the drama of Yom Kippur is not in the 
question of whether or not G-d will be compassionate, but in whether or not we will 
be compassionate with ourselves and with each other, even as we submit our entire 
selves for review. 
 
Yom Kippur Morning 

The motif for this service, taken from the traditional Reform Torah reading 
for the morning, speaks of standing before G-d.  It draws on the theme of the 
renewal of the covenant as well as imagery of standing in judgment.  Beyond the 
image is the continuation of the Torah reading and its vital message:  repentance is 
not too far from us. 
 
Yom Kippur Afternoon  

The overarching theme of the afternoon service in Mishkan HaNefesh is 
tikkun midot hanefesh—healing or repair of the qualities or personality 
characteristics of the soul.  It offers a focus on ethical virtues, known as middot in 
Mussar literature (Mussar is a movement that began in the nineteen century that 
focuses on refining our ethical character by working on various qualities of middot). 
 
Neilah (Closing Service) 



This service reflects the idea that time is running out for repentance, which 
at the same time expressing relief that G-d anxiously desires our return.  In addition 
to some of the traditional parts of the service, it includes a litany of good deeds that 
we have performed in the year gone by.  We hope to be able to enter into the new 
year renewed, re-energized, inspired, and eager to engage more fully in life. 
 


