The Aleinu – RH Day 1
2009/5770    Rabbi Stephen Wise

There is a powerful moment in our High Holiday services called the Great Aleinu.  It will come during the musaf portion after the sermon.  This is the moment when the congregation rises and our prayer leader stands before the open ark.  She recites the familiar “Aleinu” prayer and then, perhaps somewhat surprisingly, she bows down low at the words “v’anachnu korim, u’mishtachvim, u’modim” which means “and we bend our knees and bow and give thanks”.  She bows so low that she actually lies down face first on the floor, prostrating herself before God.  Growing up in a Reform congregation, I never saw the Rabbi or cantor actually lay down flat on the floor like this.  Perhaps at Holy Blossom among 2500 worshippers it was hard to see the bimah from my position at the back of the 2nd balcony.  But to me, that sort of prayer position reminds me of Islamic style worshipping, not the way Jews pray.  
The first time I saw this was during my internship from Rabbinical school Shaarei Tefilah in Manhattan.  My mentor, Rabbi Jonathan Stein showed us how he would be prostrating himself on the bimah during the great Aleinu and then I was supposed to help him back to his feet.

I was quite perturbed.  Why would anyone lie down like that, in full submission to God, and in front of all those people?  The congregation was used to it and it went on without a hitch.  

So the next year when I was sent out on my own to lead high holydays at Temple Shalom in Waterloo, Ontario, I decided to try it myself.  The best part of being a student is the chance to experiment and then to report back to school to learn from our experiences.  The congregation had never seen it before but I figured if anything went wrong, I could say, “Hey, I’m a student, I’m still learning”.  
When the big moment came and the Aleinu was being sung, I was trembling, not only about what the congregants reaction would be, but what was I supposed to feel or do as I lay down, totally prone on the floor, giving up myself totally to the prayer, and to God.  I remember the experience quite vividly.  I dropped down onto my knees at the word korim, which comes from the root – berchaim, meaning knees.  Then I placed my forehead straight down onto the floor for the word “umishtachavim” which means “bow” and finally I extended out my legs straight on the word “mishtachavim” giving thanks.  I lay for what seemed like the longest few seconds of my life.  But the anxiety quickly gave way to calm. I remember distinctly the smell of the dusty carpet in my nostrils.  The toes of my feet digging into the ground.  My arms lying useless at my sides.  I was totally giving myself up, open and vulnerable.  Like in one of those trust games at a retreat centre, I let go.  I felt at peace.  The room melted away and it was only me and God.  My eyes were closed, silence filled my ears.  It was only a few seconds but it was a powerful experience.  I raised myself up and continued the rest of the prayer.  
It begs the question. Where does this prayer come from in our tradition?  Is in ancient from Temple times, or a response to modernity?  At what point did it become standardized into our daily service?  Was it always said in the prone position?  What does it mean to say a prayer where you give yourself up totally not just in words but in actions?

Let’s start with the prayer’s author.  Some liturgy experts think this ancient prayer might be traced back all the way to the Tanach, to Joshua, the man who led the Israelite nation into ancient Canaan.  He was thought to have composed the prayer as he was about to conquer the city of Jericho.  This claim is supported by the fact that the first letter of the first four sentences of the prayer spell his name backwards in an acrostic.
 (“hey” – Hu eloheinu ein od, “vav” – vanachnu corim.., “shin”  - Shelo sam chalkeinu kachem, and “ayin”  - the first word, Aleinu – as suggested by author Seth Winberg)  
More likely though the prayer was written during the temple period when the majority of the prayers we use today were written.  It was composed with a specific purpose in mind, to introduce the blowing of the shofar on Rosh Hashana.
 It’s a beautiful prayer that combines particularistic themes about Judaism – that God chose us -  combined with a universalistic element- that our task in this world is to bring about the messianic age of peace and harmony for everyone.  This is what we Reform Jews call our mission – to work together with God to achieve redemption for humanity.  But there are two more underlying issues at play with the Aleinu prayer.  The first is that the traditional mahzor that we use here at SBE contains a much longer version than the Reform one. So what was it about this prayer that early Reformers found so repulsive?  And secondly, why did this prayer start as a once a year prayer for Rosh Hashana but became something we recite 3 times a day.

Let’s start with why we say Aleinu so often.  We all know the painful history of persecution of Jews, especially in the middle ages with the blood libel- when Jews were absurdly accused of murdering Christian children to use their blood to make matzoh on Passover.  In one particular incident in Blois, France in 1171, Jews who were accused of this horrendous act were burned at the stake as punishment for a crime they never committed.  But in 3 separate eye-witness accounts, the victims were described as singing the words of the Aleinu prayer as they died among the flames.   In The Vale of Tears, a 16th-century  catalogue of martyrs, Joseph Ha-Kohen describes the event, “the death of these Jewish saints was accompanied by a solemn song resounding through the stillness of the night, causing the Churchmen who heard it from afar to wonder at the melodious strains, the like of which they had never heard before. It was ascertained afterwards that the martyred saints had made use of the Aleinu as their dying song”.

We do not know whether these martyrs sang Aleinu because they identified their persecutors with the negative description of gentiles in the first paragraph of the prayer, or because they wanted to stress their hope of universal recognition of God which would include their persecutors. But this story does illustrate that Aleinu was an important and well-known prayer, as early as the 12th century.

The tune for Aleinu that they sung, has no specific composer.  We call it a “mee-Sinai” tune, that its so popular and old, it must have been written at Mount Sinai by Moses and God.  No matter where you go, in our shul, in different shuls all over, when all the prayers seem to be sung in multiple tunes, you’ll always hear the same tune for Aleinu.  Similarly for Kol Nidre (sing).  No one knows its origin but it’s sung the same way in every shul around the world on Yom Kippur.

But theologically, there is another reason that this prayer resonated with Jews in the middle ages and over time influenced Jews to recite Aleinu 3 times a day, morning, noon and night.   It affirms that God is the sole and supreme ruler of the universe.  “lifnei melech malchi hamlachim”, God is the king of the king of kings.  This phrase was picked up in the Roman period, because the Roman Emperor was often called the King of Kings, equated with god-like status.  But our God is one step higher, (king of the king of kings) and gives us some satisfaction, especially when faced with reality such as persecution, blood libels and pogroms.  In our prayers at least we have the opportunity to “stick it to them” in our own way.  
In fact the lines that follow talk about how great our god is, in comparison to other gods, “for they bow down to vanity and emptiness and pray to a god who does not save". This was never a specific attack against Christians, but in the Middle Ages it stirred up quite a controversy.  The assumption by Christians is that we Jews were sitting in shul criticizing Jesus.  If we were so powerless than what did they care what we were praying in shul, but that is besides the point.  We were referring to an empty God - the word empty in Hebrew “varik” has the same numerical value as the word “spit” and shares the same Hebrew consonants.  As the Kabbalists teach, there is always a mystical relationship among words of equal value and in fact it was customary for Jews to spit when they said this prayer, which Christians found even more insulting.  Some synagogues were even constructed with special spittoons in their pews, designated for this part of the service. I have discussed with our ritual committee the idea of installing modern day spittoons here at SBE. So far Gerald has rejected the idea, though the two year old’s in the parent-tot class seem to be in favor.  We’ll have to wait for the next AGM.  
Of course our Reform sensibilities would never allow such visceral actions in prayer, but I think in some ways we have lost out on the physical-ness of prayer in our quest to make it spiritual or beautiful.  Some prayers need to be spat out, especially if one was living in a time of hatred towards Jews and found solace in the ability to say what we really felt in the privacy and protection of our own houses of worship. The prayer’s reference to other gods who cannot save meant ancient pagan gods, not Jesus Christ, who in any event hadn’t shown up yet.  And this prayer needs to be said lying flat on the ground because in that prayer position one gives up one’s self to the divine.   No, its not a traditional prayer stance for Jews, we usually don’t put our foreheads right down to the ground as you might see in Muslim prayer.  However the physical stance reminds of how we must bow right down to acknowledge God’s might.  Even moses was never able to see God’s presence, so too we must prostrate ourselves before God and ask for forgiveness on this, the high holydays.
Back to the prayer itself, the harsh criticism of other Gods was so controversial that non-Jewish censors in western European countries had it excised from our prayerbooks.  By the age of enlightenment, Jews voluntarily took out the line to prevent any further cause for persecution.  But the prayer itself stayed popular in our liturgy and that is why its recited three times a day during each prayer service.
But why is the version of the Aleinu found in our Reform prayerbook different from the one in orthodox?  The early Reformers of the enlightenment, wanted to do more than only take out the spitting line that other gods were empty.  At a time when the world seemed to be optimistically open to people of all faiths and creeds – when France declared “liberte, egalite, Fraternite”_ we felt our prayers should reflect the universalistic ideals spreading through Europe.  The Aleinu prayer was so particularistic about how great our God was, how we are unlike all other nations, that we have a specific destiny only for us.  Early Reformers didn’t want to highlight our differences, they wanted Jews to fit in with society.  So they either took the entire prayer out or modified it avoid negative statements about other religions.  

As the peaceful days of the enlightenment gave way to coarser times, reaching its pinnacle with the Holocaust, our movement altered its rose-coloured glasses approach to the world.  Recognizing the unique characteristics of our religion and seeing anti-semitism rear its ugly head, the prayer found its way back into our Reform liturgy.  Both the 20th-century Reform Gates of Prayer (1975) and the recently published Mishkan Tefillah that we use here every Shabbat, offer several different versions of Aleinu, including the entire original.
This unique prayer has come a long way since Joshua proclaimed the power of God at the gates of Jericho.  As it has entered our daily prayers, I feel something has been lost in not saving it once a year for the High Holy Days as a special bracha of praise to Adonai.  That is why I believe we have a unique High Holy day tune for the Aleinu and why our cantor will prostrate herself on the floor and a congregant will step forward to lift her back to her feet.   I invite anyone who would like, to set into the aisle and bow down right to the floor during the prayer.  Let yourself into the prayer.  Let go of your ego and find your humility.  That is really what this prayer, and all of our prayers on these yamim noraim, are all about.  It forces us to remember that we are nothing in comparison to the king of the king of kings, who created the world, who did not make our destiny like all others but rather made us unique and gave us a mission to spread our values and ethics to humanity.  Yes, Let us humble ourselves to God the true judge, count our blessings and give thanks, for all that we do have today – our health, our family, our lives.  Hakadosh Baruch Hu.  Amen.

 

� Most scholars, credit � HYPERLINK "http://www.myjewishlearning.com/texts/Rabbinics/Talmud/Gemara/Talmudic_Thinking/Rav_and_Samuel.shtml" �Rav�, a third century Babylonian sage, with writing Aleinu. Certain phrases which occur in the prayer, such as "the supreme Sovereign of sovereigns" and "the Holy One, blessed be" are rabbinic phrases, and would not have been used by Joshua. Scholars also cite the original context of Aleinu as evidence for Rav's authorship of the prayer. Aleinu got its start in Jewish liturgy as the opening of the malkhuyotsection of the Rosh Hashanah � HYPERLINK "http://www.myjewishlearning.com/holidays/Jewish_Holidays/Rosh_Hashanah/In_the_Community/Services/Prayers/Mahzor_Content/Mussaf.shtml?HYJH" �musaf� liturgy, in which Jews declare God to be their Sovereign. This entire section of liturgy is attributed to Rav, including Aleinu. In his ancient Babylonian context, it is more likely Rav had pagans, not Christians, in mind, when writing about those who worship a "god who cannot save”





1

