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One of the things I remember so 
vividly from HUC-JIR was the research 
assignment our class received from 
Dr. Jacob Rader Marcus, z”l.  We were 
given an assigned topic, and our job 
was to go through microfilmed 19th 
century newspaper articles and then 
write up reports on what we found.  My 
assignment took me to Philadelphia’s 
Jewish Exponent of the late 1880s where 
I was to learn how the local German-
Jewish community reacted to the arrival 
of the Eastern European Jews who were 
then coming to these shores.

I learned that what is written in periodicals serves as important 
historical documentation. Consequently, I am fully aware of how 
someone, sometime in the future might look at this little piece of 
mine to see how we, or at least I, viewed the horrendous COVID-19 
plague we’re living through now.

One thing I know after having lived through a number of 
cataclysmic events is that people have long memories.  For some of 
us, World War II is still vivid. So is the Six Day War. So is the Civil 
Rights era.  So is the Vietnam War.  So is 9/11.  So is…

Each of those events have left indelible marks upon our national 
and individual psyches.  Personally, having spent three and a half 
years as a chaplain in Germany in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s--I 
was ever surrounded by Germans whom I never doubted had had 
a hand in what happened to our people a quarter century before--
left everything about the Shoah a raging fire that burns within me 
to this day.

So, too, the COVID-19 plague will leave us with a burning 
memory.  As individuals and as a group, we will never forget the 
many stresses the coronavirus has placed upon all of us.  The need 
to remain safe will become  one of our chief preoccupations.  And, 
further, the inconveniences we are facing because of the closing 
down of everyday taken-for-granted institutions (such as schools 
and events and restaurants, to name but three), will, when it’s all 
over, never let us fully go back to who or where we were before.  

But there is something positive in this.  
For us as rabbis, as a consequence of our being shut out of our 

temples for as long as the plague lasts, our not being able to be face-
to-face with people who mean so much to us…when this ends, I’m 
certain that we will really treasure closeness with others.  And as a 
corollary to that, we will remain, I strongly believe, ever aware of 
how important it is for us always to reach out to and be there with 

and for other people in need.  
I pray that this scourge will 

soon end. Equally, I pray that 
the scientists will quickly 
develop cures for the stricken 
and vaccines that will keep 
us safe in the future from the 
pestilence we are facing now.  
Finally, I pray that all of us 
through this terrible time will 
remain healthy and that, after 
it ends, we will together, hand-
in-hand, be able to continue 
the sacred task of perfecting 
the world.  And to that I say 
but one more thing and I really 
mean it:  keyn y’hi ratzon, may 
this be God’s will, and may this 
horrible threat to us all soon 
end, quickly and speedily.

Bididut, uv’chevuta rabba,
Howie 

Howard Kosovske

Our times are unprecedented, no 
doubt.  Today, here in Greensboro, 
NC, the weather’s beautiful, but 
few are outside, and most of 
them are sporting a mask.  And 
everyone’s wondering how this is 
all going to come out.  We know 
we will come out, but at what cost.  
We pray for minimum loss of life 
and maximum return to normal; 
that’s the best we can do.  

This volume contains a few 
changes.  We have three book 
reviews, one piece of theology, 
two reflections on work and life, 
two pieces on life in Israel, along 
with messages from our officers 
and photos from our excellent time 
together in Boca Raton.  Enjoy.  

Phil

INSIDE:

I’m privileged as First Vice President to work with a wonderful and creative 
group of colleagues who will take on the responsibility as the Program Committee. 
We are tasked with the responsibility to create a convention program worthy of our 
time, ranging the gamut of expectations from Torah study, to times for chevrusah, 
and everything in between.   

We’ve already received the commitment of our friend and teacher, David 
Ellenson, Chancellor Emeritus of HUC-JIR, who will serve as our scholar-in-residence.   
Andrew Rehfeld,  President of HUC-JIR will also have a central role in the program.   
It will be a special time, as many of us have yet to meet Dr. Rehfeld.  Additionally, 
we’ve invited others to be our guests and participate in the convention.

As in past years, there will be opportunities for specialized workshops. if  you wish 
to present a workshop, please send me your idea/proposal. But please note: There are 
a limited number of slots available, so not every proposal can be accepted.

This year has challenged us. The opportunity to share time with rabbis and their 
spouses with whom we have shared so much, to make new friends, and learn from 
scholars and colleagues...these and more are excellent reasons to mark down on your 
pads (or however you make appointments these days) January 7-10, Scottsdale, Arizona. 

If you are interested in presenting a workshop, please email me at: ravsjh@aol.com.
Sheldon Harr

LET’S MEET in Scottsdale, AZ, January 7-10



Page 2

Volume 22 No. 1
Spring 5780 / Spring 2020

Ohr L’NAORRR • Spring 5780 / Spring 2020

Vol. 22 No.1  Spring 5780 Spring 2020

FROM JULIAN AND SUSIE
Susie and I have been reflecting with 

a sense of nostalgia on our Annual 
Convention, Boca Raton, Florida, 
in early January. What a wonderful 
experience,  so many opportunities 
for learning from wise teachers. As 
attested to by post-convention reports, 
a powerful sense of chevruta enveloped 
the whole gang.  We relished our visits 
with long-time (not “old”) friends, to 
renew friendships forged many decades 
earlier, and make new friends.  NOARRR 
is all about community. 

Now we are living with a whole new 
reality, turning that sense of community upside-down.  Whereas 
we took great comfort and pleasure from a close, tight-knit group 
experience, most of us now find ourselves in isolation as we 
practice social distancing to stem the progress of a virulent disease 
that has stopped the country, indeed, the world, in its tracks. Now, 
our deep concern for our health and the welfare of others has 
perhaps dimmed the fond memories of our time together. What 
an incredible turn of events. Perhaps we can appreciate even more 
what we experienced in Boca Raton.

We do want to take this opportunity to thank all those people 
who worked hard to make the convention so successful:  the entire 
Program Committee, under the chairmanship of Howie Kosovske, 
who planned a terrific array of events; the extensive group of 
volunteers who handled registration, prayerbook distribution, 
packing “goodie bags” and convention folders, and packing up 
after the convention; and our officers and Board members.

Our attention lately had turned to Pesach, and what an impact this 
health crisis has had.  Families weren’t able to have the kind of Pesach 
they’d been used to, with, perhaps, three generations sitting around a 
large table, enjoying a feast and a deep heritage enriched by years of 
celebrating together.  Modern technology, no substitute for intimacy, 
allowed us hold virtual sedarim, Skyping or Zooming with family 
spread across the country. We have a new appreciation for one of the  
themes of Pesach – freedom – now that we are unable to go to the 
gym, the grocery store, the theater, restaurants, and countless other 
formerly “normal” activities.  We live in the new normal.

And yet, as Jews, we remain ever optimistic, we rely on hope – 
tikvah – that this, too, shall pass and a brighter future lies ahead 
of us.  Hang in there, Annie – the sun WILL come out tomorrow.

Happy belated Pesach,
Susie and Julian

Julian and Susie Cook

A MESSAGE  
From Steve Moss

As many of you know, our friend and 
colleague Michael Remson z”l, has passed 
away. Michael was the chair of NAORRR’s Caring 
Committee. This committee is a most important 
outreach function of NAORRR as it lets colleagues, 
widows and widowers, know that we do care 
about each other. We care about them! At the 
High Holy Days and other times of the year, 
committee members make calls to a given list 
of members or their significant others to offer 
greetings and to ask if there is anything NAORRR 
can do to help that person/family. 

I am now chair of this committee. It is my 
honor to do so, as Michael was not only a friend, 
but had been a student rabbi in my congregation 
on Long Island. We need callers, and we always 
want to know who is in need of a call. So 
please, let me know. This task has become more 
important, perhaps urgent, in our current reality.  
So, please consider being in touch with me and 
calling our friends and colleagues.  

Steve Moss, samoss@optonline.net

THE END OF DAYS?
As we spend our days and nights following the instructions not to leave our homes, we 

read and watch what is happening around the world. How the coronavirus has changed 
our lives and threatens us with sickness and, God forbid, death. This is a time when we 
may try to understand where our is world heading, when there is almost no country 
unaffected by the virus, and when the death toll is growing from one day to the next. We 
may be asking the question: Is this the end of days?

In Jewish tradition there are two terms representing two different concepts of what we 
may call “the end of days.” One is Yom Adonai, and the other is Acharit Hayamim.

Yom Adonai is described by several prophets as an ominous time. In Isa. 13:6 we read 
“Howl! For the day of Adonai is near; it shall come like havoc from Shaddai.” And in 
verse 9: “Lo! The day of Adonai is coming with pitiless fury and wrath to make the earth 
desolate…” Also in Joel 1:15: “Alas for the day! For the day of Adonai is near. It shall 
come like havoc from Shaddai” (see also ibid.3:4 Amos 5:18-20, Zephaniah 2:14-15). In 
some of the prophecies Yom Adonai precedes salvation for Israel (as in Ez. 38-39, the war 
of Gog and Magog). The term represents times of fear, awe, destruction, and desolation. 

Is this where we are now? If so, it justifies the fear that many in the world are experiencing. 
However, the other Jewish term is Acharit Hayamim. The end of days as a promising era is 
also found in the Bible. In Isa. 2:1-4 “In  the days to come the mount of God’s house shall 
stand firm above the mountains (similarly in Micah 4:1-5) and, too, in Isa. 11:6, the well-
known passage about the wolf dwelling with the lamb.

We have a choice. Either we follow Yom Adonai, fearful and despairing, or look at 
a future that promises Acharit Hayamim with the prayer and hope for better times in 
the near future.

Mordechai (Moti) Rotem
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BOOK REVIEWS:
American Jewish Thought Since 1934
Michael Marmur and David Ellenson, eds.
Brandeis University Press: 2020

What Jews think is important. That statement sounds self-
evident; of course we think and of course it’s important what we 
think about, which is everything under the sun.  There are frequent 
moments, however, when I wonder to what extent Jewish thought, 
what Jews think about Judaism and God, forms a significant part of 
what we think about.  

As rabbis, we’ve all taken one or two courses in Jewish Thought 
back in the day.  Depending where and when we studied, we took 
classes with, inter alia, David Ellenson, Alvin Reines, Eugene 
Borowitz, and Leonard Kravitz.  From these professors we garnered 
various ideas about the history of Jewish thought as well as the 
patterns of thinking each of our teachers preferred.  And likely 
as not, over the years, we’ve referred to our class notes as we’ve 
offered adult education courses at our synagogues on the subject of 
Jewish thought.  Some of us have continued reading in the field, or 
at least that aspect of the field of Jewish thought we’ve found most 
congenial to our worldview.

Still, I’ve heard over and over, including from rabbis, the notion 
that Judaism doesn’t emphasize theology; Judaism is concerned 
about what we do, not what we think, deed over creed, as I’ve 
read and heard ad nauseum.  Never mind that what we do has to 
be rooted in something thought in order for our actions to have 
purpose beyond moving from one place to the next.  

In case we needed reminding of the importance of Jewish 
thought, its proliferation, and evolution on this continent, Michael 
Marmur and David Ellenson have assembled an excellent survey 
of, as the title tells us, Jewish thought from 1934.  

Why 1934? Because that is the year of the publication of 
Judaism as a Civilization, Mordecai Kaplan’s magisterial analysis 
of the (primarily)American Jewish condition and its discontents. 
Kaplan, Lithuanian born, influenced by philosophy, sociology 
and psychology, understood as no one before him had the radical 
alteration of Jewish existence brought on by the advent of modernity 
and the immigration of millions of Jews to North America.   

The seventy-nine essays and excerpts from books in this volume 
cover a wealth of topics: God, Revelation and Commandment, 
Spirituality, Hermeneutics and Politics, Holocaust and Israel, 
Feminism and Gender, and Peoplehood.  Many, perhaps most 
names, will be familiar to any rabbi with even a basic knowledge of 
the field, though Marmur and Ellenson bring in many newer writers 
who will be less familiar.  It goes without saying that a work like this 
is pluralistic in its scope; the reader will leave this book with a broad 
insight into what Jews of all perspectives think and believe.  

As I examined the table of contents, I noticed several absences, 
writers whom I would have thought would be included in such an 
anthology.  However, as noted in the book’s introduction, Brandeis 
University Press imposed a page limit, which required making 

hard choices.  Of every writer whose absence I observed in the 
body of the text, I found at least one selection of his writings in the 
bibliography at the end.   

On the other hand, one topic I would have thought essential to 
such a collection is nowhere to be found, and that is ethics, a topic 
that has consistently taken a central role in Jewish thinking. This 
lacuna seems important.

Nonetheless, this vast collection of writings when published 
will be an essential addition to anyone’s bookshelf, serving as an 
antidote to the notion that Jews may think about many things, but 
not about Judaism.

Phil M. Cohen

Nick Bones Underground
Phil M.Cohen
Kohler Books, 2019

In a casual conversation a year before Nick Bones Underground was 
published, Phil Cohen shared a description with me of his upcoming 
writing project. He was endeavoring to write a post-apocalyptic 
Jewish science fiction detective story featuring a robot running on 
artificial intelligence. Not wanting to be rude, I nodded in admiration 
as though I understood how these pieces could come together. I 
confess that I thought Phil a little batty. How possibly could a writer 
weave in Jewish spirituality and wisdom with a 1930’s film noir 
Humphrey Bogart tone in an end of the world scenario? No mortal 
writer could do this. But Phil Cohen did.

Nick Bones Underground is an audacious and successful attempt 
to combine all of these genres. The author (Phil) reaches out, 
over and under (ground) beyond the boundaries of the normal 
rabbinic imagination. The book is a fun read. His characters and 
descriptions are colorful, vivid at times, and, frankly, wild. The 
reader should expect the unexpected as the plot turns. I could feel 
Phil toying with us, like a cat pawing at a ball of catnip on a string, 
moving the story along against our expectations. Just when you 
think you got it, the plot twists again. At times, I found the moving 
about from scene to scene to require some mental focus. This book 
is a fun read, but not one that you can read casually and expect to 
remember where you are.

I am especially proud of how our colleague tied into his story 
the religious questions people ask today. He comments on the 
sociology and the ideas we grapple with in our post modern world, 
without being preachy. Actually, Phil engages us with the existential 
questions of Jewish life in both a humorous and compelling way. If 
only our professors at the College-Institute were so adept.

 And concerning Maggie, the machine. You will love her as much 
as I do. Nick Bone Underground—get it, read it, enjoy it. Laugh and 
learn. 

Jonathan Miller 

A MESSAGE  
From Steve Moss
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Married to the Rabbi:  
Sixty Spouses of Retired Reform Rabbis  
in Their Own Words
Naomi Patz and Judith Maslin, eds.

In the early 1990’s, my wife wrote an article 
intended for the CCAR Journal about being the 
wife of a rabbi. She wrote that, unlike most of my 
friends, we had not met while I was in rabbinical 
school, how she had her own established life 
and career before we met. She described the 
unexpected reality of one hundred Jewish 
congregational “parents” interfering in our 
relationship, some pushing us together, others 
trying to pull us apart.

She spoke to her peers and friends in the 
Spouse Support Network and told some of 
their stories as well. They spoke candidly about 
the highs and lows of being married to a rabbi. 
She wrote of the disparity of roles of the rabbi’s 
spouse. She interviewed male rabbinic spouses 
about their role in congregational life and the 
gender gap in expectations between female and 
male rabbinic spouses.

She sent in the article and we waited. In a short 
few weeks she received the response. The article 
was rejected because “no one would be interested 
in an article about rebbitzens.”

NAORRR’s Married To The Rabbi  is a giant 
step forward for our movement. Reading these 
stories, spouses of rabbis from every generation 
can find support. There is uplift in reading about 
the joys shared with family, congregants and 
friends. We can also feel the loneliness some 
felt. Of, course, I related most to the spouses 
and rabbis I was closest to. They served as role 
models and mentors for both my wife and me.

Harry Rosenfeld

The authors in Married To The Rabbi, lived in 
a time of flux. The role of the rabbi was changing 
and thus so was theirs. I would be most interested 
in hearing from the “up and coming” spouses 
and partners of rabbis. How do the experiences 
of these spouses compare to their own? Which 
stories move their hearts? Which stories echo 
their own joy, loneliness, or pain. 

BOOK REVIEWS 
(continued)

I served with Reform congregations from 1979 until 2008. Then, from the 
spring of 2008 until my retirement on May 8, 2017 I was the Rabbinical Care 
Coordinator of the Hospice of Palm Beach County/Trustbridge. 

A few weeks prior to that, I spoke with a colleague who worked with the 
hospice, a licensed clinical social worker of Irish Catholic background. I 
asked her if she would be willing to be my co-editor of a book concerning 
the interdisciplinary team approach of hospice. Happily, she expressed a 
willingness to do so.

The book essentially relates experiences and perceptions of twenty-one 
veterans of hospice service. It provides an interdisciplinary approach, including 
the words of physicians, nurses, certified nursing assistants, social workers, 
chaplains (two of whom are rabbis), bereavement counselors, music therapists, 
an integrative therapist/volunteer coordinator, and a longstanding volunteer.  

One purpose of this text is that it strives to dispel certain myths 
and misunderstandings about hospice. For example, among the many 
misconceptions which pertain to hospice, is that euthanasia, mercy killing, 
or deliberate overdose of medications is permissible. In actual fact, any such 
practices would be regarded as diametrically opposed to hospice philosophy. 
We acknowledge the likely inevitability of death among those who are deemed 
to be terminally ill—but we do not hasten their demise.

Hospice is distinctive among modern medical institutions. Hospice is 
not simply a place. It is a concept and a service that goes with the patient in 
accordance with his or her needs at a given time. Hospice can be provided in a 
private home, in an assisted living facility, in a skilled nursing facility, or in an 
inpatient unit, as in a hospital.

To qualify as a hospice patient, an individual must be diagnosed by a 
qualified physician as having a terminal prognosis of six months or less. To 
serve this patient, hospice provides a multifaceted umbrella of care, involving 
many caring and compassionate individuals, representing a varied array of 
qualifications, credentials, specializations, and experiences.

Though we do not anticipate conventional medical cure, we are not without 
hope. Rather, ours is a reframing of hope. Our realistic hopes range from the 
diminution of pain and suffering—physical, spiritual, emotional and familial—
to the increase of comfort in these same areas. The essential goal of hospice is 
to enhance the comfort and quality of life of our patients, and, by extension, of 
those who are closest to them.

The book was published last May by the Health Professions Press in 
Baltimore, Maryland. To date, according to WorldCat.org, it has been acquired 
by some 50 libraries in the United States and overseas. It has been reviewed 
by such periodicals as “The Midwest Book Review”, “The New Social Worker”, 
“Social Work Today”, “Journal of Educational Gerontology”, “Journal of Music 
Therapy” and the “CCAR Journal/The Reform Jewish Quarterly”.

On a personal note, I have found my work on this book to be a meaningful 
way to begin my retirement.

Chaim Wender

THE HOSPICE TEAM:
Who We Are and How We Care
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This piece was submitted on March 20, and reflects conditions 
in Israel at that moment. Those who are following how Israel is 
handling the coronavirus will observe some differences from 
last month to now. Stuart’s piece, nevertheless, is a wonderful 
snapshot.

Actually, we have been through this before.  Back in 2001 and 
2002 the intifada drove us indoors.  We didn’t take buses or eat in 
restaurants.  The same was true for the second Gulf War, when we 
hunkered down for a few days.  And then again random moments 
when we hear the red alerts coming over our cell phones warning 
us of oncoming rockets.  

For some reason, none of those things frightened us as much as 
the threat of this virus.

Now we have added a new dimension to life in Jerusalem.  I 
have not thought of myself as elderly until my synagogue, Kol 
HaNeshema, called to ask me if we are okay and do we need 
anything.   I assured them that we were fine and thanks for asking.  
A few hours later my daughter, by phone, confirmed that we were 
indeed elderly, and that, yes, we intend to rely on the shopping 
help the synagogue is offering.

I explained to my daughter that I was going to walk over to the 
pharmacy to pick up my prescription. Her response was, “Oh no 
you won’t!” and immediately called her friend who lives near us 
and asked her to do this for me.  Amy lives in Modiin.  

Our children are extremely concerned about us and if it were 
up to them, they’d lock us up for the foreseeable future. We don’t 
want to add to their stress and so we are following not only the 
government’s rules but their rules as well. According to the latest 
update, we are moving towards a total shutdown meaning that 
only grocery stores and pharmacies will remain open and that 
all of us must stay inside except for food, medicine and medical 
emergencies. If one thinks that they may have this virus, there is a 
number to call and someone will come to you for testing.  Drive-
thru testing places are now being set up throughout the country.  
There is great controversy going on with some saying this is no 
democracy, that we have a right to choose, etc. Sadly, and I do 
say this with some anger, the government wants to cut off the 
teachers’ salaries and have them shut down their online teaching.

My father died 46 years ago tomorrow and I want to go to 

synagogue to say kaddish.  The people in our building, all of whom 
also have their synagogues close, suggested we meet down in the 
parking garage and stand 6 feet away for each other and say our 
prayers.  And then an email just came around.  An internationally 
recognized rabbi said no.  We can’t assemble. Too dangerous.

Not all is lost, Kol HaNeshema is going to live stream.   There 
were a lot of Jewish practices that my father let slip away, but no 
matter what he went to synagogue the day of hisl father’s yahzeit 
and said Kaddish.  I can hear him saying, don’t worry about going 
to synagogue as long as you say the Kaddish.

So how do we spend our days?
I have been going to Rabbi G. for years to study the Talmud.  

Now we are doing it over the phone.  He says he enjoys studying 
with me, but you know, when you are face to face with the rabbi 
the text become more understandable when you can wave your 
hand around and up and down to accompany your reading.  I 
miss all that. We try each day to exercise, eat healthy, go for the 
allowed time and suggested places to walk and, of course, thank 
goodness for Netflix!

People are showing great kindness toward each other.  Yesterday 
at 6:00PM people stood on their balconies or in their yards and 
applauded for all of the medical professionals.  Today at 4:00PM 
we are asked to stand outside and sing Hatikvah.

Phil Cohen wrote to me to ask what I was reading during our 
self-imposed quarantine. I wish I could report how much I have 
gotten out of Amos Oz during this forced vacation. But the dreary 
truth is I picked up Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan Ilyitch.  It is a short 
read, and the plot is simple enough, nothing is going on. Walter 
Kaufmann said about Tolstoy’s writing, “Tolstoy generally starts 
with characters toward whom we are inclined to be well disposed, 
and then with ruthless honesty, brings on their hidden failings 
and their self-deception and often makes them look ridiculous.”  
So what I get out of the story of Ivan is: you have been given this 
time (in my case unexpected) use it well. One should not consider 
every day just the same as all the others. We have been through 
this before and we know have much to be thankful for. We are 
safe and healthy as our kids, our immediate family, our extended 
family and our friends.

Stuart Geller

DATELINE JERUSALEM:  
A day in the life of my voluntary quarantine

THE HOSPICE TEAM:
Who We Are and How We Care
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MEMORIES from our convention in Boca, January 2020
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The Hebrew Bible uses various terms to refer to God. One of 
the most popular is  Shadday, usually translated as “Almighty.” 
For example, “When Shadday (the Almighty) scattered the 
kings…(Ps.68:15; for  other examples see, Num. 24: 4, Ps.  91:1)” 
However, its etymology is doubtful. Many see a connection 
between Shadday and the Akkadian word for “mountain” which 
is shadu. This would suggest that Shadday, at some point, referred 
to the “God of the mountain.” Given the awesomeness of the 
peaks and hills that inspire the viewers, it is understandable why 
primitive people would use this term for the divinity, ascribing to 
it great powers. 

The second most popular biblical term for God is Elohim, 
the plural of Eloha, based on the noun El, meaning God.  In the 
overwhelming majority of cases, the word Elohim is accompanied 
by a verb in the singular. For example, b’reshit bara elohim, “When 
God began to create…”(Gen. 1: 1).” The verb bara (created) is in 
the singular. That means the editor of this passage conceived of 
Elohim as one God. (For other examples, see, Gen. 1: 3; 22: 1; 25: 
11; 50:24, etc). However, there are a number of passages where 
Elohim is accompanied by a verb in the plural. For example, when 
Abraham says to king Avimelekh, “When God (Elohim) made me 
wander…(hit’u) (Gen. 20: 13) ,” here the verb “wander” is in the 
plural. (For other examples, see Ex. 22:8; Deut. 5:23; II Sam. 7: 23, 
etc.). This observation suggests that at one point the Israelites were 
polytheists and then moved to monolatry (the worship of one god 
without the denial of other gods), and finally to monotheism.  

For me, a religious naturalist, the best term is Ehyeh (e.g., 3: 
14), namely, “being,” and, in particular, a continuous being. It is 
based on the Hebrew term for God, YHVH (later likely vocalized 
as Yahveh), though we do not know how it was originally 
pronounced. It comes from the root HYH, to be. 

For me, God is not a personal being. God does not know 
me, care for me or respond to my prayers. God is also beyond 
gender, being neither male nor female.  God simply is the energy 
animating the universe. It is our duty to understand how this 
world operates in order to make sense of our existence.  All I want 
is to be given the sustaining tools of a meaningful life, the wisdom 
to accept my limitations and the skills to overcome them within 
nature’s possibilities. I hope for wholeness and contentment. 

Do I believe in miracles? The universe is a wonderful place. 
Every moment is awesome and noteworthy. No, I do not believe 
in miracles defined as an intervention by God into the normal 

workings of nature. When something incomprehensible occurs, 
it is because we still don’t know how the world really operates or 
how the laws of nature make changes possible. 

Do I “believe” in God? Faith is often understood as a firm belief 
in something for which there is no proof. For me, however, “to 
believe” in God means to affirm convincingly God’s existence 
after careful examination of all the available data.  

What is the purpose of prayer? There are three types of prayer: 
petition, praise and gratitude. For me, the purpose of prayer is 
to express gratitude for our existence and formulate praises for 
being alive. Petitionary prayers are expressions of our wishes. I 
do not expect any divine response to my prayers, but I do feel the 
need to formulate prayers of praise and gratitude. They make me 
feel better.

How do I explain evil? I believe there is such a thing as evil 
caused by human beings or nature (moral and natural evil).  At 
times, saintly people suffer, the wicked thrive (e.g., the Nazi 
Holocaust), and volcanoes create destruction.  However, this 
is not because God is unwilling to respond to our pleas, but 
because God is neutral and operates according to set patterns. 
That is, God cannot intervene. We do not always know why the 
universe works in this way. Our human task entails that we study 
nature with all our ability to find the reasons for what we see as 
unfairness. Over the years, we have made a great deal of progress 
in our attempt to understand God, but we still have a long way to 
go.  I also maintain that human beings are not born with a sense 
of morality but are taught to become ethical individuals. Most of 
them achieve this high level, others do not.  

How free are we? Thinkers have debated the issue of determinism 
versus free will for a long time. I maintain that we are constrained 
by our limitations of time and place. We do, however, have some 
free will within our limits, and we should cherish that freedom.

Does religion still matter? Yes, it does. Religion gives us a 
perspective on a meaningful life. However, it needs to be based 
on rationality and modern thinking. It should not promote 
fundamentalism and obscurantism, but encourage peace and 
mutual respect, allowing the free debate of all existential questions 
of our time.  

PS. For more, please follow my blog, SONSINO’S BLOG, 
rsonsino.blogspot.com, with more than half a million viewers 
around the world. 

Rifat Sonsino, Ph.D.

GOD, A CONTINUOUS BEING
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Five years ago, I was  lying in an intensive care room at a local 
Catholic hospital, the first of two hospitals I visited during my 
two-month-long hospitalization. This was during Hanukkah. It 
was quite something lighting the electric menorah and reciting 
Shehecheyanu under a handsomely carved crucifix.

I’d like to share with you some memories of my hospital stay, and 
what I learned about Shehecheyanu.

For many days, I enjoyed a gourmet meal I had never anticipated:  
ice chips for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.  When it came time to 
determine if I was ready to graduate from ice chips to something 
more substantial, I had to prove that I could hold down the ice 
chips.  So as an experiment I limited myself to one ice chip every 
half hour for a whole day.  A few times, I rewarded myself for good 
behavior by indulging in an extra ice chip.   Don’t tell anyone.

Graduating from ice chips to a clear liquid diet and then to a full 
liquid diet were each giant steps, Shehecheyanu moments. Cream 
of wheat cereal and minestrone or chicken noodle soup was a real 
treat.  

Doctors and nurses. Almost without exception, the members 
of the medical staff were most caring, attentive, and passionate 
about their work, with only two exceptions: (1) The less than 
communicative doctor whom I named Dr. Reticence, who looked 
in from the doorway, and recited his first, last, and only seven 
words: “You look better. See you tomorrow. Bye.” (2) The nurse’s 
aide, who had worked for eighteen years. Me: “What do you like 
most about your work?”  The aide: “It’s a job.”  The other ninety-
nine per cent found great satisfaction in their work as caregivers, 
nurturers, and problem-solvers.

Languages.  A linguist I’m certainly not, but in addition to 
speaking English and Hebrew and knowing a few words of French, 
German, and Yiddish, it’s always satisfying to be able to say “thank 
you” to a doctor or nurse in his or her native tongue.  

I’ll mention one vignette.  One of my doctors had a Russian-
sounding name, and his pronunciation of the word “heart” with a 
“chet” instead of a “hei” suggested his country of origin.  At the end 

of his first examination, I thanked him, using my entire Russian 
vocabulary, “Spasibo.”  The doctor smiled.  At the end of his return 
visit, I asked him if I could ask one more question.  Without even 
considering whether I should use the second-person formal or 
second-person familiar, the question just blurted itself out, “Du 
redst Idish?’  Again, he smiled, and replied that while he didn’t speak 
Yiddish, his parents in the old country had—and his grandfather 
had spoken Hebrew fluently!

As I saw it, my role as patient was two-fold.  First, to be a key 
player on my wellness team, and second, to continuously show 
thanks and appreciation to family, friends, doctors, nurses, and 
the hospital staff.  Each of these two tasks can be extraordinarily 
difficult at times, yet staying focused on both parts of the job was 
essential, for me, for physical and spiritual healing.

So what have I learned from all this?  First of all, be kind to 
everyone, not because it might encourage them to be kind to you, 
but because it’s the right thing to do.  Second, be quick to express 
thanks and appreciation—for the same reason.   Third, celebrate 
each new day, and each small and giant step on the road to recovery, 
as a Shehecheyanu moment.

When we graduate from ice chips to a clear or full liquid diet, we 
say Shehecheyanu.  When our mobility improves from not being 
able to sit up to taking our first tentative steps, that’s a Shehecheyanu 
moment.  And when, after several weeks in the hospital, the doctor 
says, “You’ve turned the corner,” that calls for a giant Shehecheyanu.

Each time my wife Judy and I visited my parents, aleihem 
hashalom, in Orlando or Hilton Head Island, they would always 
welcome us with the words, “Let’s say Shehecheyanu.”  Like my 
parents, may we always be quick to perceive our Shehecheyanu 
moments.

Baruch ata, Adonai Eloheinu,Melech ha’olam, shehecheyanu, 
v’kee-y’manu v’heegeeyanu laz’man hazeh:  Blessed are You, Adonai 
our God, Sovereign of the universe, who keeps us in life, sustains 
us, and enables us to celebrate our many Shehecheyanu moments.

Michael Steven
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