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    “Read” may be the wrong word. “Engage” would be better, because this is not so much a book as it is a classic text, and Jewish classics are not read so much as they are engaged. Included here are a classic text of Jewish prayer, spanning 2,000 years of Jewish experience with the world and with God; and ten thoughtful commentaries on that text, each one reaching back in a different way, again through 2,000 years of time. The question ought to be “Who should engage this book in personal dialogue?”

				If you like to pray, or find prayer services baffling: Whether you are Orthodox, Conservative, Reconstructionist, or Reform, you will find that My People’s Prayer Book tells you what you need to know to pray.

				
                	The Hebrew text here is the most authentic one we have, and the variations among the Jewish movements are described and explained. They are all treated as equally authentic.

					The translation is honest, altogether unique, and outfitted with notes comparing it to others’ translations.

					Of special interest is a full description of the Halakhah (the “how-to”) of prayer and the philosophy behind it.


				If you are a spiritual seeker or Jewishly curious: If you have wondered what Judaism is all about, the prayer book is the place to begin. It is the one and only book that Jews read each and every day. The commentaries explain how the prayers were born, and synopsize insights of founding Rabbis, medieval authorities, Chasidic masters, and modern theologians. The layout replicates the look of Jewish classics: a text surrounded by many marginal commentaries, allowing you to skip back and forth across centuries of insight.

				If you are a teacher or student: This is a perfect book for adult studies, or for youth groups, teenagers, and camps. Any single page provides comparative insight from the length and breadth of Jewish tradition, about the texts that have mattered most in the daily life of the Jewish people.

				If you are a scholar: Though written in friendly prose, this book is composed by scholars: professors of Bible, Rabbinics, Medieval Studies, Liturgy, Theology, Linguistics, Jewish Law, Mysticism, and Modern Jewish Thought. No other work summarizes current wisdom on Jewish prayer, drawn from so many disciplines.

				If you are not Jewish: You need not be Jewish to understand this book. It provides access for everyone to the Jewish wisdom tradition. It chronicles the ongoing Jewish-Christian dialogue and the roots of Christian prayer in Christianity’s Jewish origins.
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            The Shape of the Daily Service

				Lawrence A. Hoffman

				Liturgy can seem confusing, more like a shapeless mass of verbiage than a carefully constructed whole; a jumble of noise, not a symphony; a blotch of random colors, hardly a masterpiece of art. But prayer is an art form, and like the other arts, the first step toward appreciation is to recognize the pattern at work within it.

				There are three daily services: morning (Shacharit), afternoon (Minchah), and evening (Ma’ariv or Arvit). For convenience sake, the latter two are usually recited in tandem, one just before dark, and the other immediately after the sun sets. All three follow the same basic structure, but the morning service is the most complete. It is composed of seven consecutive units that build upon each other to create a definitive pattern. Though the words of each unit have been fluid for centuries, the structural integrity of the service has remained sacrosanct since the beginning.

				Services are made of prayers, but not all prayers are alike. Some are biblical quotations, ranging in size from a single line to entire chapters, usually psalms. There are rabbinic citations also, chunks of Mishnah or Talmud that serve as a sort of Torah study within the service. Medieval poetry occurs here too, familiar things like Adon Olam or older staples (called piyyutim—sing., piyyut) marked less by rhyme and rhythm than by clever word plays and alphabetic acrostics. And there are long passages of prose, the work again of medieval spiritual masters, but couched in standard rabbinic style without regard for poetic rules.

				Most of all, however, the Siddur is filled with blessings, a uniquely rabbinic vehicle for addressing God, and the primary liturgical expression of Jewish spirituality.

				Blessings (known also as benedictions or, in Hebrew, b’rakhot—sing., b’rakhah) are so familiar that Jewish worshipers take them for granted. We are mostly aware of “short blessings,” the one-line formulas that are customarily recited before eating, for instance, or before performing a commandment. But there are “long blessings” too, generally whole paragraphs or even sets of paragraphs on a given theme. These are best thought of as small theological essays on topics like deliverance, the sanctity of time, and the rebuilding of Jerusalem. They sometimes start with the words Barukh atah Adonai ... (“Blessed are You, Adonai ...”), and then they are easily spotted. But more frequently, they begin with no particular verbal formula, and are hard to identify until their last line, which invariably does say, Barukh atah Adonai ... (“Blessed are You, Adonai ...”) followed by a short synopsis of the blessing’s theme (“... who sanctifies the Sabbath,” “... who hears prayer,” “... who redeems Israel,” and so forth). This final summarizing sentence is called a chatimah, meaning a “seal,” like the seal made from a signet ring that seals an envelope.

				The bulk of the service as it was laid down in antiquity consists of strings of blessings, one after the other, or of biblical quotations bracketed by blessings that introduce and conclude them. By the tenth century, the creation of blessings largely ceased, and eventually, Jewish law actually opposed the coining of new ones, on the grounds that post-talmudic Judaism was too spiritually unworthy to try to emulate the literary work of the giants of the Jewish past. Not all Jews agree with that assessment today, but, mostly, the traditional liturgy that forms our text here contains no blessings later than the tenth century.

				The single most obvious exception is a blessing prescribed for women (see Volume 5, Birkhot Hashachar [Morning Blessings]). The early morning liturgy contained a singular blessing (handed down from antiquity) in which men thanked God for not making them women—an idea borrowed directly from Greco-Roman culture. By the fourteenth century (at the latest) women had developed their own alternative benedictions, one of which still remains within the standard traditional liturgy.

				The word we use to refer to all the literary units in the prayer book, without regard to whether they are blessings, psalms, poems, or something else, is “rubric.” A rubric is any discrete building block of the service, sometimes a single prayer (this blessing rather than that, or this quotation but not that poem) and sometimes a whole set of prayers that stands out in contradistinction to other sets. The Tachanun, for instance, is a large rubric, meaning “Supplications.” Because it was formulated relatively late, there are no blessings composed for it, but it does contain medieval poetry as well as biblical citations, including an entire psalm (Psalm 6). Each of these smaller units might also be called “rubric.” Similarly, each of the prayers used to conclude the service (like the familiar Alenu or Kaddish) is a rubric. The word “rubric,” therefore, is used loosely, as a convenient means to refer to a prayer or set of prayers, regardless of literary form or place and time of origin.

				At the liturgy’s core are two large rubrics. Volumes 1 and 2 were devoted to them: the Sh’ma and Its Blessings and the Amidah—known also as the T’fillah or Sh’moneh Esreh. On certain days (Shabbat, holidays, Mondays, and Thursdays—market days in antiquity, when crowds were likely to gather in the cities) a third major rubric was added—the public reading of Torah (the subject of Volume 4). The Sh’ma and Its Blessings is essentially the Jewish creed, a statement of what Jews have traditionally affirmed about God, the cosmos, and our relationship to God and to history. The Amidah is largely petitionary. It is convenient to think of the Sh’ma as a Jewish conversation about God and the Amidah as a Jewish conversation with God. The Torah reading is a recapitulation of Sinai, an attempt to discover the will of God through sacred scripture and a rehearsal of our sacred story. Since the Sh’ma and Its Blessings begins the official service, it features a communal Call to Prayer at the beginning: our familiar Bar’khu. We should picture these units building upon each other in a crescendo-like manner, as follows:
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            It is, however, hard for individuals who are normally distracted by everyday concerns to constitute a community given over wholeheartedly to prayer. Already in the second century, therefore, we hear of some Rabbis who assembled prior to the actual Call to Prayer in order to sing psalms of praise known as a Hallel, and even before that—at home, not at the synagogue—it was customary to begin the day immediately upon awakening by reciting a series of daily blessings along with some study texts. By the ninth century, if not earlier, these two units also had become mandatory, and the first one, the home ritual for awakening, had moved from home to synagogue, where it remains today. The warm-up section of psalms is called P’sukei D’zimrah—meaning “Verses of Song” (see Volume 3)—and the prior recital of daily blessings and study texts is known as Birkhot Hashachar—“Morning Blessings” (see Volume 5). Since both of these rubrics now precede the main body of the service, gradually building up to it, the larger diagram can be charted like this:
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            Two other expansions of this basic structure probably occurred in the first two centuries C.E. although our evidence for their being that early is less certain.

				First, a Conclusion was added. It featured a final prayer called the Kaddish, which as yet had nothing to do with mourning, but merely closed the service, by looking ahead to the coming of God’s ultimate reign of justice. Eventually, other prayers were added to the Conclusion, including the Alenu, which had originally been composed as an introduction to the blowing of the shofar on Rosh Hashanah, but was moved here in the Middle Ages. Both the final Kaddish and the Alenu are treated in this volume.

				But the Kaddish occurs elsewhere too. It was eventually inserted, in one form or another, throughout the service, as a form of “oral punctuation,” so to speak. People had no written prayer books yet, so a “whole Kaddish” signaled a full stop, a “half Kaddish” indicated a minor change in rubric, and so forth. Volume 5 dealt with a particularly interesting form of the Kaddish: the Kaddish D’rabbanan—literally, “The Rabbis’ Kaddish”—which contains an explicit prayer for the well-being of students of Torah. This volume discusses the Kaddish in general, including its popular use as a mourner’s prayer, and a less well known but related and equally interesting concluding prayer called the K’dushah D’sidra (pronounced k-doo-SHAH d’seed-RAH, or, popularly, k-DOO-shah d’SID-rah).

				Second, the Rabbis, who were keenly aware of the limits to human mortality, advised all Jews to come to terms daily with their frailty and ethical imperfection. To do so, they provided an opportunity for a silent confession following the Amidah but before the Torah reading. In time, this evolved into silent prayer in general, an opportunity for individuals to assemble their most private thoughts before God; and later still, sometime in the Middle Ages, it expanded on average weekdays into an entire set of supplicatory prayers called the Tachanun (pronounced TAH-chah-noon), our second topic here. The Tachanun is particularly interesting because of its view of human nature, or “religious anthropology.” (An introductory essay follows this one in an attempt to relate the Tachanun to Judaism’s perspective on the human condition.)

				The daily service was thus passed down to us with shape and design. Beginning with daily blessings that celebrate the new day and emphasize the study of sacred texts (Birkhot Hashachar), it then continues with songs and psalms (P’sukei D’zimrah) which create a sense of spiritual readiness. There then follows the core of the liturgy: an official Call to Prayer (our Bar’khu), the recital of Jewish belief (the Sh’ma and Its Blessings), and communal petitions (the Amidah). Individuals then pause to speak privately to God in silent prayer (later expanded into the Tachanun), and then, on select days, they read from Torah. The whole concludes with a final Kaddish to which other prayers, most notably the Alenu, were added later.
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On Shabbat and holidays, this basic structure expands to admit special material relevant to the day in question and contracts to omit prayers that are inappropriate for the occasion. On Shabbat, for instance, the petitions of the Amidah are excluded, as Shabbat is felt to be so perfect in itself as to make petitioning unnecessary. But an entire service is added, a service called Musaf (literally, “Addition”), to correspond to the extra sacrifice that once characterized Shabbat worship in the Temple. Similarly, a prophetic reading called the Haftarah joins the Torah reading, and extra psalms and readings for the Sabbath are inserted here and there. The same is true for holidays when, in addition, numerous piyyutim are said, especially for the High Holy Days, when the sheer size of the liturgy seems to get out of hand. But even there, the basic structure remains intact, so that those who know its intrinsic shape can get beyond what looks like random verbiage to find the genius behind the liturgy’s design.

				This volume concludes our study of the basic daily liturgy. Other volumes will follow on topics that are extensions of this core, but here, we round out our survey of the essential morning service. We turn first to Tachanun, with its portrait of human nature, especially its view of the human propensity toward evil. We follow it with a study of the various prayers that conclude the service.

				With regard to the Tachanun, one editorial decision deserves mention. Our goal in this series has been to provide as complete a version of the liturgy as possible, so in the Tachanun, we have included the entire text, including two medieval additions, one of which is a rambling seven-paragraph consideration of human sinfulness and the grace of God, called V’hu rachum (pronounced v-HOO rah-KHOOM, meaning “He [God] is merciful”). But much of what these additions say is redundant, so, in the interests of preserving space, we have limited the commentary accompanying them. Except for matters of translation, they are provided with introductory comments, but not the usual line-by-line analyses.

				A second editorial decision concerns Maimonides’ famous Thirteen Principles of Faith. Strictly speaking, they are not part of the mandatory liturgy, but since the sixteenth century, they have been part of most Ashkenazi prayer books, so we include them here. To some extent we have already covered them, since the same principles appear in poetic form in the Morning Blessings (see Volume 5, Birkhot Hashachar [Morning Blessings]). But here they occur in more detailed fashion, and we thought them worthy of inclusion with greater commentary. Several of our contributors have added commentaries to this or that section of the principles, but Maimonides’ significance to Jewish thought warranted a special running commentary to each and every one of the principles, so I have added that here.

				The concluding prayers complete the standard Jewish service that began with the Morning Blessings. The Morning Blessings are highly individualistic. They deal, largely, with the individual state of arising and preparing for a new day. We awaken solitary and begin the day that way as well. By the end of the service, however, we shift our attention to the common aspiration of humanity: Alenu requests the coming of the universal reign of God; so, too, do the K’dushah D’sidra and the Kaddish. Judaism is a religion for individuals and the world entire. Beginning with one but ending with the other, the liturgy affirms the ultimacy of both.
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				A Jewish View of Human Nature

				Lawrence A. Hoffman

				No part of the traditional liturgy is as singularly theological as the Tachanun; and precisely because of that theology, no part of the service has seemed more troublesome to moderns. Jews raised on liberal religious assumptions that stem from the Enlightenment tend to champion the essential goodness of humanity. They cringe, therefore, at the suggestion that sinfulness is inherent to the human condition. Many of us have committed to memory such simplifications as “Christians believe in human sinfulness; Jews have a more balanced view” or “In Judaism, sin just means ‘missing the mark,’ like someone misdirecting an arrow toward a target—it is hardly the inveterate evil that you find in Christianized western literature like Dante’s Inferno.” More precisely, what is at stake is not just theology but anthropology—religious anthropology, that is: the doctrine of human nature. The popularly held Jewish view that underemphasizes sin accords with liberal American wisdom, whereby human beings may make mistakes but are hardly evil. Mistakes are potentially correctable by decent education, proper and positive child care, and the like.

				The founders of the American republic would have been horrified at such a positive view. Protestant preachers in the colonial period never tired of charging human nature with “utter depravity,” totally beyond our own ability to ameliorate. People could be saved from sin, but only by the grace of God, never by their own actions.

				There is some truth to the claim that Judaism has overall never adopted quite so strict a view of human foible. Throughout the second century, just as Christianity was beginning to spread, and regularly thereafter, Rabbis disputed this Christian view by insisting that human actions do indeed save us. The whole point of human existence was the performance of mitzvot (“commandments”), which guarantee reward for goodness in a world-to-come. Jews, for instance, argued that Abraham was our founding father because of his goodness—witnessed in his willingness even to sacrifice his son, should God demand it. Christians replied that no reward can come from the deeds we do. Abraham was a man of faith however, and faith, not deeds, brings salvation.

				It is, however, quite a leap from believing in the power of good deeds to denying the equal power of bad ones. About the propensity of human beings to sin, classical rabbinic anthropology was not nearly as sanguine as we nowadays tend to think. Unlike the church Fathers, the Rabbis were rarely systematic theologians, so early rabbinic literature provides more than a single view on the subject. Nonetheless, no Rabbi would have denied the fact that human beings are prone to sin. And, in fact, a somewhat stronger claim is evident as well: namely, human beings sin as a matter of course; they cannot do otherwise; they lack sufficient merit of their own and must therefore trust in God to save them. This is quite the same as the Christian view that we depend on the grace of God. And it is the view of the Tachanun, a set of private prayers following the Amidah and designed to demonstrate the pitiful nature of the human condition, while beseeching God to save us even if we do not deserve it. An apt description of this point of view is to call it “penitential piety.”

				We see the ultimate victory of penitential piety in the evolution of the Jewish calendar. Nowadays, we speak of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur as the “High Holy Days.” But once upon a time, these were relatively minor sacred times. The Bible commands them, but it also prescribes the three pilgrimage festivals (Pesach [Passover], Shavuot, and Sukkot), which were more significant. As late as the second century, a rabbinic author looked back to a time when the autumn harvest time of Sukkot was the height of the Jewish year, featuring a riotous celebration of the blessing of water, in a ceremony called Bet Hasho’evah (“water drawing”). Known not only as Sukkot, the holiday was called, for short, Hechag, “The holiday,” because “anyone who has not seen the rejoicing of the Sukkot water-drawing ceremony has never seen real joy” (M. Suk. 5:1). Rosh Hashanah, moreover, was just one of four ways to calculate the new year, and not the most important one at that—Pesach was the calendrical new year of biblical record. But over time, the other new years paled in importance; Pesach remained a festival, but Jews counted their year from the autumn Rosh Hashanah, which became linked to the real day of reckoning, Yom Kippur. More and more convinced of the looming centrality of sin and the subsequent need for atonement and pardon, Yom Kippur grew in substance, carrying Rosh Hashanah along with it. Soon all of Elul, an entire month prior to what were now called the ten days of repentance, was set aside for preparation. A multitude of liturgical poems called s’lichot (“pleas for pardon”) were composed. Confessions not just on Yom Kippur but every day of the year were advised.

				By the Middle Ages, fasts as a form of penance had virtually taken over the calendar: they included (among other times) not just the many biblically ordained fasts, but also the Monday, Thursday, and following Monday after the festivals of Pesach, Shavuot, and Sukkot (to atone for gluttony); the last day of every Hebrew month, known as a yom kippur katan (“a minor Yom Kippur”); three weeks leading up to the ninth of Av (when the Temple had fallen); and eight successive Thursdays in each winter of a leap year (Shulchan Arukh, O. Ch. 492:55; 551:16). The power of the Tachanun in the Jewish imagination is all part of the same phenomenon: a growing significance of the complex of ideas that constitute penitential piety: human sin, the need for atonement, and divine pardon even if we are unworthy.

				A Historical Retrospective: Profession to Confession

				This negative view of human nature is not predominant in the Bible. To be sure, the generation of the flood is intractably evil (Gen. 6:5), but Noah is not (Gen. 6:8) and Noah saves the day. Most biblical personalities—from the all-too-human David to Moses himself (the likes of whom we will never see again)—do sin on occasion. But they are noble as well. Deuteronomy offers a real choice of “life and death, blessing and curse” (Deut. 30:19), giving us the impression that human nature does not doom us to making the wrong choice. Job is a singular perfectly blameless soul (Job 1:1), but even Cain, who introduces murder into the world, is told that “sin crouches at the door, its urge being toward you, yet you can be its master” (Gen. 4:7). And the psalms, which do know of human sin, nonetheless portray as well a person victimized for no good reason and deserving “vindication” from a God who will “champion my cause” (Ps. 43:1).

				The changeover to an emphasis on sin and repentance can be seen in a ritual associated with the Temple in Jerusalem, called the Vidui of the Second Tithe. This “second” tithe was only one of several taxes by which economic wealth was dispersed among the population, in this case, as a gift to Levites (who were awarded no land holdings, but instead served in the Temple) and to the indigent. According to Deuteronomy 26:13–15, when the farmers distributed their tithes, they were to make the following declaration:

				I have cleared out the consecrated portion from the house, and I have given it to the Levite, the stranger, the fatherless, and the widow, just as You commanded me. I have neither transgressed nor neglected any of your commandments. I have not eaten of it while in mourning, I have not cleared out anything of it while I was unclean, and I have not deposited any of it with the dead. I have obeyed Adonai my God. I have done just as You commanded me. Look down from your holy abode, from heaven, and bless your people Israel and the soil You have given us, a land flowing with milk and honey, as You swore to our forefathers.

				The middle section of the declaration strikes our modern ears as rather odd, in that it lists a variety of circumstances that would have rendered the tithe ritually impure—like being given as a gift to the dead (probably a reflection of ancient superstitions that Jews were to avoid). But otherwise, the declaration is straightforward enough. It says that the farmer has done his duty and expects God to reciprocate in kind. This is typical of the Book of Deuteronomy, which preaches a “tit for tat” theology. If we keep God’s laws, we will be blessed; if not, we will be cursed.

				The practice of tithing must have continued for some time. Most of Deuteronomy was probably composed in the seventh or sixth century B.C.E., but in 200 C.E.—roughly eight hundred years later—the Mishnah (the first rabbinic law code) was promulgated with a recollection of the tithe and its accompanying declaration.

				But in the Mishnah (M.S. 5:10–13), the biblical account appears with a commentary to explain what the various clauses of the declaration were by then taken to mean. This is the kind of information scholars of ritual normally only dream of finding. Usually, we have to guess what meaning people found in ancient formulas. Here, some ancient commentator actually tells us. Whether it accurately reflects the farmer’s mentality back in deuteronomic days is doubtful. But in the commentator’s time, it must have meant at least what the commentator himself says. So here we have a witness to the mentality that governed some people, anyway, probably in the early rabbinic times.

				“I have cleared out the consecrated portion from the house”—This means the second tithe and produce from the fourth year of a tree’s growth, [which was included in the gift]....

				“I have neither transgressed nor neglected any of your commandments”—I did not forget to praise You and to mention your name [in connection with the tithe]....

				“I have not deposited any of it with the dead”—I did not use its value to buy a casket or shrouds for the dead....

				“I have obeyed Adonai my God”—I brought it to the chosen Temple in Jerusalem.

				“I have done just as You commanded me”—I rejoiced and I made others rejoice.

				“Look down from your holy abode, from heaven”—We did what You asked of us; now You do what You promised us.

				“And bless your people Israel”—with sons and daughters.

				“And the soil You have given us”—with dew and rain and with calves.

				“A land flowing with milk and honey, as You swore to our forefathers”—so as to give the produce a sweet taste.

				The new information is striking. To some extent, it just repeats, in greater detail, what the Bible has to say. But it also adds interpretations that reflect a patently later rabbinic reading of the Bible—as when it clarifies the legal requirements of the tithe; or when “I have not deposited any of it with the dead” is taken to mean “I did not use its value to buy a casket or shrouds for the dead.” Here, the commentator seems entirely unaware of the ancient superstitious practice that the Bible once had in mind—actually depositing food for the dead to take with them into the afterlife.

				But here is the most amazing rabbinic innovation. “Look down from your holy abode, from heaven” is interpreted to mean “We did what You asked of us; now You do what You promised us.” This is still just the deuteronomic “tit for tat” theology, expanded. But the whole recitation is given a new label. It is called a vidui—and that is what is so amazing.

				Vidui means “confession.” The verb used, l’hitvadot, means “to confess.” But what kind of a confession is this? It has none of the penitential piety that we associate with confessing. Never does the farmer (or his later interpreter) recite any failures, defects, or shortcomings in giving the tithe. On the contrary, both say explicitly that they did it all perfectly correctly, to the point where the commentator has the audacity to instruct God to act just as well toward us. This is no “confession” of guilt. It is a “profession” of rectitude.

				Originally, then, the Rabbis must have used the word vidui as a general technical term for coming to terms with our covenantal obligation, either positively or negatively; it reflects an earlier piety in which human beings are in an actual partnership with God, but not necessarily struggling to do what God demands. Sometimes, it is God who has a hard time keeping up. But at some point in time, that meaning was reduced to just the negative possibilities. It now no longer even occurred to people that they might “do it all right.” And that is when a vidui purely as confession entered the liturgy.

				Our liturgy now has two well-known confessions, associated mostly with Yom Kippur: a “Short Confession” and a “Long Confession”: Ashamnu, bagadnu ... (“We have sinned, we have been treacherous ...”) and Al chet shechatanu ... (“For the sin that we have committed ...”). But originally, there must have been many such compositions, and they appeared not just for Yom Kippur, but every single day as well—in the Tachanun.

				It is hard to say exactly when this new way of thinking became common, but it was probably growing throughout the Land of Israel in the first century C.E. We see it clearly in the teachings of both Jesus and Paul, who assume that human beings are inevitably sinful and require pardon. The Dead Sea Scrolls too show an overwhelming sense of human sinfulness. And the Rabbis agree. The Tachanun is an outgrowth of this negative Jewish anthropology that began by the first century and only grew as time went on.

				At first, as in the Bible, confession was a personal thing—people confessed only to whatever sins they were conscious of doing. By the end of the second century, confessions had become liturgical formulas, which people recited (or which the prayer leader recited for everyone present) even if they had not personally committed any of them. Still, personal confession of one’s actual misdeeds was highly regarded, even demanded in addition, and the Talmud (Yoma 87b) provides the individual confessions of many revered Rabbis. At some point—it is hard to say exactly when—alphabetic acrostics like our current Long and Short Confessions developed; they recount sins not because anyone had actually done them, but because they began with successive letters of the alphabet, so were a sort of formal categorization of sin in general. Our earliest extant Jewish liturgy (Seder Rav Amram, from the ninth century) as well as other authorities (like Maimonides, 1135–1204)—and even several prayer books to this day—still call for the Short Confession of Yom Kippur on a daily basis. This addition of daily confessions reflected the changeover from the earlier piety of covenantal partnership to the later piety of penitence.

				The Shape of the Liturgy: Poetics of Penitence

				The Tachanun grew only gradually, then, and continued to differ from place to place far more than prayers like the Amidah (pronounced ah-mee-DAH, or, commonly, ah-MEE-dah; the central daily prayer of petition) that became relatively fixed much earlier. The Tachanun that we have here is a standard version from contemporary Ashkenazi prayer books. It is a carefully crafted work of art that included traditions said to go back to the Temple.

				Of all the sacrifices offered in the Temple, the daily tamid (the “regular” offering) stands out, in that it was offered morning and afternoon, on behalf of the entire population. Only the priests and Levites actually handled the sacrifices, which occurred in their own section of the Temple complex. But observers were invited to fill a courtyard from which they could watch what happened. When the sacrifice ended, they would prostrate themselves as a sign of reverence (M. Tam. 7:3).

				Now there is such a thing as “body language.” To some extent, the meaning of bodily gestures goes back to our evolutionary origins and is therefore universal. But different cultures impose their own secondary meaning on the body so that gestures can come to mean all kinds of things that outsiders are apt to miss or to mistake. In many cultures, throwing oneself on the ground before someone who is higher in status is an admission of lowliness. In our culture, it is also a sign of penitence, a bodily way to say how sorry one is. That is probably the origin of our expression “to throw oneself on the mercy of the court.” But this association of prostration with penitence is cultural: it reflects two thousand years of penitential piety, which Jews and Christians shared. In other societies, prostration does not connote guilt or remorse. It merely signifies acceptance of someone else’s dominance, like a subject before a monarch or a servant before a master. That is what it meant in the Temple. The sacrifice was a gift to God, the King, from his subjects, the people, who bowed low in acknowledgment of God’s mastery before leaving the royal presence.

				But it soon became more than that. The Rabbis believed that the morning and afternoon Amidah were designed as substitutes for the Temple cult that had ceased in 70 C.E. Since the people had prostrated after the sacrifice, they were expected to do so after the Amidah, in a part of the service that was called n’filat apayim (pronounced n’fee-LAHT ah-PAH-yim; literally, “falling on one’s face”). That became the technical name for the Tachanun, which was the liturgy written for the occasion. Now, however, prostration was not simply fealty; it symbolized guilt and atonement as well. The liturgy at that point in the service was also secondarily called Tachanun, meaning “supplications” for God’s mercy. “Supplications” are not just “petitions,” for which there is another Hebrew word, bakashot (pronounced bah-kah-SHOTE; sing., bakashah, pronounced bah-kah-SHAH). The middle benedictions of the Amidah are petitions: they ask God for things that we may not necessarily receive, but that we think we at least deserve. By contrast, supplications assume we deserve nothing, so we must entreat God to spare us on account of God’s great mercy. The proper English word is “grace,” the same word we encountered earlier in Christian thought. God saves us not because we deserve it, but because God is merciful even to sinners.

				We saw above that, for many centuries, the contents and wording of the Tachanun varied widely. The entire rubric was optional. Jews were at first advised to spend a few minutes in penitential supplication, for which some form of confession would be particularly apt. As our earliest reference says (probably around 200 C.E.: “One may offer words [of supplication] after reciting the Amidah, even if it is as long as the order of confession on Yom Kippur” (T. Ber. 3:6). But the fixed confessions that we now use for Yom Kippur are the result of long years of evolution, so the advice to say something like them after the daily Amidah need not imply that these particular actual words were yet being said. They were recited, however, by the time of Seder Rav Amram (ninth century), Siddur Saadiah (tenth century), and Maimonides (twelfth century). Each of these authors also cite biblical examples of beseeching God for pardon (e.g., Ezra 9:6; Neh. 1:5–7; Dan. 9:3–5), and they prescribe a variety of confessions as well. The Short Confession is especially prominent, but so too are other prayers that made their way into the Yom Kippur liturgy—the thirteen attributes of God, from Exodus 34:6–7, for instance (see Volume 4, Seder K’riat Hatorah [The Torah Service]). What was begun as an informal opportunity to offer extra “words” to God had become a full-fledged mandatory rubric of its own: not just a confession, but a series of prayers and body language attached to them.

				Reading these old prayer books today, one is amazed at how long it must have taken to get through it all. The Amidah had been designed as Judaism’s primary petitionary prayer, but the Tachanun seems sometimes to have exceeded even the Amidah in length. The liturgical tail was wagging the liturgical dog.

				In the Tachanun that we look at here—the most common Ashkenazi version—the actual confessions are missing. But the tone is distinctly confessional. It is no longer customary “to fall on one’s face,” but people do lean forward with their head resting on their forearm, in a symbolic version of lying prostrate before God. Not all Jews even say the Tachanun, however. Reform Jews still omit it altogether because their nineteenth-century forebears who established the principles for Reform worship disagreed with its prevailing sense of human unworthiness. Other Jews who do say it may run through it so rapidly that a casual visitor in synagogue may not even notice what is being said. In any event, the Tachanun is omitted on Shabbat, holidays, and a host of other times. And it exists in two standard formats: a short version for most weekdays, but a much longer one for Mondays and Thursdays.

				As this rubric has finally emerged in our current prayers, it depicts a singularly coherent artistry.

				The short version for all but Mondays and Thursdays has (1) an introduction and (2) a conclusion, which bracket (3) a psalm (Psalm 6) and (4) a medieval poem, Shomer Yisra’el (pronounced shoh-MAYR yis-rah-AYL, but, commonly, SHOH-mayr yis-rah-AYL, meaning “Guardian of Israel”). All four units emphasize Israel’s unworthiness and God’s grace, by virtue of which our supplications may be answered. Full comments on each of them is postponed until the “Liturgy” section of this volume, but an overview here will demonstrate the careful editorship that went into making the Tachanun so poetically elegant.
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					The introduction is a biblical citation followed by an exclamatory outcry to God that sets the stage. Most Jews are nowadays unaware of the context from which the biblical line (2 Sam. 24:14) is drawn. It comes from a story of David’s having somehow sinned before God by taking a census of the population. Why exactly that was such a sin is not immediately clear, but regardless of the rationale, the prophet Gad visits David to inform him of God’s anger. David responds by throwing himself on the mercy of God. His response, replicated here as the opening line for Tachanun, brilliantly establishes the presumption of our utter dependence on God. Lest we miss the point, the exclamation that follows says simply, “Merciful and gracious One, I have sinned before You. Adonai, full of mercy, have mercy on me and accept my pleading.”

						Psalm 6 is another biblical call on God to save us through divine grace. In #3, which follows, God, who saves us, will be presented poetically as “Guardian of Israel.”

						“Guardian of Israel”—God will be “appeased by the supplications” that we have been offering.

						The conclusion begins literally by confessing, “We do not know what to do,” and ends the way a confession normally would—“Save us and pardon our sins for the sake of your name”—thus converting the entire prayer into its paradigmatic origin: a confession of sin.


				On Mondays and Thursdays, two lengthy expansions to Tachanun are made. The first (V’hu rachum, pronounced v’HOO rah-KHOOM, meaning “He [God] is merciful”), a seven-paragraph account of human misery and divine grace, is appended at the very beginning. The second (Adonai elohei yisra’el, pronounced, ah-doh-NAH’y eh-loh-HAY yis-rah-AYL, meaning “Adonai God of Israel”) follows Psalm 6. They do not alter the rubric’s essential message. Rather, they exaggerate its sense of human sin and neediness.

				Making and Remaking Ourselves: Four Stages of Piety

				What are we to make of this rubric that paints human nature in such starkly negative terms? Even tradition had some trouble with the extent to which it emphasized human degradation. The Talmud and codes oppose actual prostration, for instance. They advise sitting and letting one’s head droop down. Other responsa allow the prayer to be said even while standing. Nonetheless, until the modern era, the Tachanun was as much standard synagogue fare as the Sh’ma or the Amidah, in part because penitential piety had become normative in the Middle Ages, but also because the Tachanun accurately portrayed the utter lack of power that Jews had to control their own destiny. The dominance of penitential piety was not seriously questioned until the nineteenth century.

				But the nineteenth century mounted a serious challenge to the Tachanun, precisely because it disputed the negative anthropology that the Tachanun presupposes. If covenantal piety is what marked the biblical era from at least Deuteronomy to the first or second century, and if penitential piety constituted a second era that went unchallenged for some eighteen hundred years, and is still extant here and there, we can say that the nineteenth century ushered in yet a third era, with its own form of spirituality: the spirituality of empowerment.

				The immediate catalyst was science. Through most of the Middle Ages, people knew little or nothing about the grand forces of nature upon which human life depends. Not for nothing did the Rabbis of antiquity debate whether it was a good thing, on the whole, that humans had been created and decide that it would have been better had we never been born. Until the nineteenth century, the average European lived with uncertainty and died in pain: little heat in winter; more or less constant warfare; continuous bouts of typhoid, or even the plague; and hardly any hope of bettering their state. That all began to change with the attitude that we call the Enlightenment and with its offshoot, the scientific method. By the Enlightenment, we mean the belief that we can reason our way to relatively certain truths, rather than remain in the dark about the mysteries of existence. Science honed the method of inquiry and, through relatively continuous life-enhancing discoveries, banked the future of civilization on a new cultural concept: progress.

				It is almost impossible for us to imagine what it was like in the heady days when it seemed as if modern humanity was standing on the verge of knowing it all. More powerful telescopes and microscopes, people thought, would inevitably reveal everything, from galaxies to atoms. No wonder nineteenth-century Jews found the Tachanun puzzling. Human nature didn’t seem to be all that bad. Nor did we seem to depend on God the way our ancestors had. Our destiny was in our own hands, and it looked pretty rosy. We get sick because of microbes, not divine displeasure. And if God doesn’t cure the multitude of human woes, human beings will.

				Modern Jews took their religion into their own hands as well. Seeking to justify their claim for civil rights in the developing modern state, they modernized the synagogue, professionalized the rabbinate, revised Jewish practice, reformed Jewish belief, and reformulated religious anthropology, adopting views to accommodate humans as rising stars in the firmament of history. Finally, thanks to steadily improving technology of printing along with the availability of inexpensive paper, they wrote new prayer books. Seeing the Tachanun as an affront to the reality of human dignity and competence, and recognizing how late it had developed and how variable its actual prayers had been, they found it possible just to omit it altogether.

				North America mirrored its European origins. In the colonial era, when Christianity first came to these shores, preachers regularly taught the utter decadence of human character. In keeping with the strict views of the Reformation, they held that only the pure grace of God could save even the best of us. To hold that human beings can actually influence salvation by doing good works was considered heretical.

				By the time large numbers of Jews arrived, however, the nineteenth century was in full swing. Typical of the religious changeover to more liberal views was William Ellery Channing, who preached an enlightened Unitarianism in Boston to such American heroes as John Quincy Adams, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and Oliver Wendell Holmes. Sounding very much like a Reform Jew, in fact, Channing described the old interpretation of human decadence as being “suited, perhaps, to darker ages.... Christianity should now be disencumbered and set free ... to be comprehended as having but one purpose, the perfection of human nature, the elevation of men into nobler beings.” Charles Dickens visited several American cities in 1842 and saw the seamier side of urban life—filth and sickness, animals roaming the streets, and rampant crime—but he investigated also America’s means of social reform and welfare, which he hoped to take back home with him. By 1890, a movement called the social gospel taught the responsibility of Christians to ameliorate human suffering—this in churches that only decades before had preached a steady diet of fire and brimstone, and utter dependence on salvation through grace alone.

				Jews arriving from Europe with modern sensitivities found themselves welcome in Channing’s Boston or in other cities of similar modernist temperament.
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