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PRAY – YAY OR NAY?
This month, Jews all over the world
will gather for Rosh Hashanah, Yom
Kippur, Sukkot and Simchat Torah. A
powerful group of Holy Days, each
with their own respective energies
that can be directed into our lives if
we put some thought into it… or our
prayers into it. Finding our voice of
prayer, however, can sometimes
prove challenging.
It might be good to know that we are
not alone in this situation, but what
might be even better to know is that
to find our voice of prayer isn’t an
insurmountable task.

Our rabbis created a fixed liturgy for every service,
including weekday and holy days. This text in the Prayer
Book may inspire –or not. How can we get a sense of
fulfillment and spirituality? Here is a suggestion: don’t try.
Don’t try to follow the whole prayer service page after
page.
A different way to follow the service, and even get
something out of it, is to close your eyes and simply listen.
Listen to the words, even if you don’t understand them.
Their magic still works. Listen to our melodies, some
ancient, others new. They are meant to propel you.
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The service is like a symphony that
brings a whole range of emotions.
However, the experience does not
have to be a passive one. You can be
actively engaged in introspection,
looking inward and forward into the
New Year. You can definitely be active
by participating. The power of a group
of people chanting “Shema Israel!” is
so inspiring. Hearing a full room
singing “Avinu Malkeinu” can bring
tears. Good tears. You may also want
to sing along with any part of the
service. You don’t quite know the
words? You sing off-key? Who cares!
This is your time to get strength and
inspiration from your House of Prayer.
You may decide to look at one
paragraph; think about it and
meditate on it. Consider why it is
there. What does it mean when it says
“The great shofar is sounded and a
still, small voice is heard”? What do
the words “May you be inscribed in
the Book of Life” mean to you? Take
the time to breathe and take in
positive energy that emanate from
the ancient prayers and melodies.

MAY YOU BE INSCRIBED IN THE
BOOK OF LIFE FOR BLESSINGS OF
HEALTH, HAPPINESS, LOVE, AND
SUCCESS.

Throughout the previous Hebrew month, the month of Elul,
the Divine energy was very close to us. It is even closer
now in Tishrei, as the Gates in Heaven are symbolically
open, meaning that we can attain a level of closeness,
elevation and inspiration that is much higher than the rest
of the year. This is why I invite you to open your heart and
to connect to the strongest source of blessing. G-d is
calling. It is up to us to answer. Any way to connect,
through song, liturgy, spontaneous prayer or meditation
works and is a powerful source of blessings. This season,
may our communal prayer help us draw each of us closer
to one another, to the essence of who we are and to
connecting to Judaism.

Some
reasons
why
I
love
Jerusalem

I love going to Jerusalem, spending
time in the Old City, at the Kotel and
all the mind-blowing and mysterious
holy sites. The food is always fresh,
healthy and delicious and coffee is
out of this world. Wherever you look,
there is history -recent and
ancient-, spirituality, mysticism,
culture and there is always the
possibility to attend a class where
your heart will expand a million
miles, suddenly grasping lofty
concepts. Residents of Jerusalem
are fiercely passionate about their
city, and I am as well whenever I
spend an extended period of time
there. To say I love the market
Machane Yehuda is an
understatement. An entire block
dedicated to kosher cheeses, the
best olives in the world, spice
merchants, fruits and vegetables,
burekas made non-stop all day,
cafés and restaurants…

Passion

Is Here

If this isn’t exalting enough during the day, Machane Yehuda is transformed
into a thriving nightlife when the shops close. Restaurants and bars are open,
playing music, and live bands often perform in the ancient market. There, you
will find religious Jews mingling with secular, the most beautiful display of
Jewish unity.
The “Jachnun Bar” is the one place I run to on every visit as I look forward to
eating their “Malawa”, a Yemenite sandwich. It is the equivalent of a puff
pastry with your choice of fresh ingredients, including hard boiled egg,
caramelized onions, fried mushrooms, peppers and eggplant, techina and
much more. When you take your first bite, you will have made a trip to heaven.

The cook at the Jachnun Bar,
maker of heavenly delights

Eating Malawa with Chaim David Targan,
Serial Entrepreneur turned Mystic and
Kabbalistic Healer.
http://www.chaimdavid.org/

You can then proceed to a wine bar, listen to music and meet extraordinary
people. Last time I was there, the owner of a bar gave me a hug and said; “I
love us”. Another exalting moment that brought tears to my eyes.
Jerusalem is also highly cultural, there is hardly a place without street art.

Don’t forget that Jerusalem is a highly mystical
city. This is a place where synchronicity is the
rule. Let us be clear, I do not believe in
coincidences. Part of my belief system is that
events happen for a reason and when you are
in harmony with the Universe, the Creator
makes them occur exactly at the right time. I
do happen to believe that some places in the
world, because of the intense spirituality and
the sheer amount of people praying and
meditating, bring about exceptional
synchronicity. A year ago, on a Friday
afternoon, after doing some shopping, I was on
my way back in a hurry to the apartment I had
rented in Mea Shearim. Thousands were also
running to their homes to get ready for
Shabbat, when I heard someone calling me.

“I know you!” He saw my slightly confused
expression, I had absolutely no idea who he
was.
“Aren’t you the rabbi in Miami Beach in this big
synagogue?” My mouth was wide open at that
point… “You spontaneously invited me for
Shabbat dinner when I was visiting. It had such
an impression on me that I decided to become
religious.”
Now, I ask you, how can this man possibly find
me that day amongst all the other people? And
he was in Jerusalem only that week, he doesn’t
even live there! Situations like this one happen
regularly in the Holy City.

Where else can you find a Chasid playing the
electric guitar next to tattooed young Israelis
working in a store?

“Once I sat in the middle of the Old City,
making noises of ecstasy as I was eating the
best falafel in the universe and observed a
group of people walking out of a synagogue
from a wedding ceremony. I marveled as I
suddenly saw the beauty of the Jewish people.
In one glance I could behold the darkest Jew to
the lightest, and every ethnicity in the world. I
marveled: “Mi keamcha, Israel?”, “Who is like
Your nation, Israel?”.

Only in Jerusalem can you visit one of
the best special needs schools for
children and young adults, equipped
with a pool, a gym, art store, restaurant
and see a Saudi Arabia delegation in full
regalia visiting in order to bring back the
concept?

Jerusalem
And at the end of the day, your heart will swell with pride as you see the youth
in military uniform, protecting the nation. Protecting you.

The disciples of Rabbi Levi Yitzchak
of Berditchev noticed that something
was amiss.
Yom Kippur, the most awesome day of
the year, was approaching, and it was
only natural that every G‑d-fearing
Jew's steps should grow more
measured, his mind more focused, his
manner graver. But this was something
else. A heavy foreboding clouded their
master's features; his eyes had grown
red
from
weeping,
and
an
uncharacteristic sigh would often
escape his lips. The Rebbe must know
something we do not, they whispered.
Perhaps he sees a terrible calamity
decreed for the coming year, G‑d
forbid.

Several days before Yom Kippur,
Rabbi Levi Yitzchak summoned his
gabbai (secretary). Much to the
gabbai's amazement, the Rebbe had
business on his mind.
Lately, the number of people coming
to request that I pray for them on the
Holy Day has been steadily
increasing," said the Rebbe. "It's time
we set a fixed price for the kvitlach. I
think we should ask for two groschen
for each name written in a kvitel."

When a chassid gives his rebbe the
piece of paper (kvitel) on which his
name and the names of his loved ones
are inscribed for the rebbe to mention
in his prayers, he always includes a
sum of money, known as the pidyon
nefesh (redemption of the soul), as a
gift to the rebbe. As a rule, the sum is
left to the petitioner's discretion,
which was why Rabbi Levi Yitzchak's
gabbai was quite surprised by what
the Rebbe was proposing.
So notices were put up in the
synagogue and the marketplace, and
soon the entire town had heard of the
new rules: the Rebbe was demanding
two groschen for each name.
Immediately after the morning prayers
on the day preceding Yom Kippur,
Rabbi Levi Yitzchak began receiving
the kvitlach-bearers. A sense of
urgency was felt throughout the town--the Rebbe's strange stipulation,
coupled with his ominous behavior of
the last few weeks, fed the feeling that
it was of utmost importance to be
included in the Rebbe's list. Two
groschen was not such a great sum,
but for an impoverished peddler or
tailor with a dozen children to register,
it was no small expense. Still, not a soul
stayed behind. This year, no one was
taking any chances.

All day the Rebbe sat, his faithful gabbai at
his door, and received kvitlach. Soon his
desk was covered with folded pieces of
paper and copper coins. There were those
who tried to bargain with the gabbai, but the
Rebbe's instructions had been clear: no
exceptions.
Around mid-day, a woman approached the
gabbai and begged for an exemption. "I am a
poor widow with an only child, without a
single groschen in my purse. How can I pay
four groschen so that my child and I may be
inscribed in the book of life? Please, have
mercy on me and my fatherless child, and
allow me to add our names to the Rebbe's
list. I promise to pay the entire sum as soon
as I have the money."

"What can I do?" said the gabbai. "The Rebbe has told me that there are to be no
exceptions."
"Let me ask the Rebbe," said the widow. "Certainly he will not turn me down."
The gabbai relented, but the Rebbe was unyielding. "I'm sorry," he said to the woman,
"but these are the rules. Two groschen per name."
The widow left, heartbroken, but resolved to attain a year of life for herself and her child.
One way or another, she would get the money.
Hours passed. The last of the petitioners had already left, and the hour of Kol Nidrei, the
solemn prayer which opens the Yom Kippur service, was fast approaching. The gabbai
had cleared the table, counting the coins and locking them away, and packing the
kvitlach in the special parcels which the Rebbe would keep with him during his prayers.
Everyone was already in the synagogue, garbed in their snow-white kittelen and
wrapped in their talitot, awaiting the Rebbe. Still Rabbi Levi Yitzchak lingered, his eyes
casting expectant glances at the window.

Then, a small, shawled figure was seen hurrying along
the deserted street. It was the widow, a folded piece
of paper and a few coins in her hand. "Thank G‑d the
Rebbe is still home," she cried. "Here is my kvitel,
Rebbe. Please pray for me and for my only child that
we may be inscribed in the book of life."
"But you only have two groschen here," protested
Rabbi Levi Yitzchak, peering at the coppers she had
placed on the table. "So you can only write one name
in your kvitel."
"Holy Rebbe," cried the woman, "I have been running
about all day, borrowing from everyone that I know.
This is all I was able to come up with. Please pray for
us both! I promise to pay the rest within a week."
"I'm sorry," insisted the Rebbe, "the price is two
groschen per name. Which name do you want in
your kvitel?"

"With trembling fingers the woman took her kvitel and crossed out her own name. "Pray
for my Shloimehleh, Rebbe," she said, her eyes brimming with tears, "that he should have
a year of life, health and happiness."
Upon hearing these words, the Rebbe's eyes came alive with a fiery light. Grasping the
widow's two groschen in one fist, and her kvitel in the other, he raised them triumphantly
to heaven and cried: "Father in Heaven! Look! Look what a mortal mother is prepared to
do for her child! And You---shall it be said, G‑d forbid, that You are less a parent to Your
children?! Can You look this woman in the eye and refuse to grant Your own children a
year of life, health and happiness?!"
"Come," said Rabbi Levi Yitzchak to his gabbai and to the widow, "let us go to Kol Nidrei."

The Fascinating and Splendid
Synagogue of Carpentras
Last summer, I performed a destination
wedding in the South of France so my wife,
Valerie, and I decided to turn the trip into a
little vacation. The region, with natural beauty,
lavender fields, vineyards and medieval
villages offers much to visit. One site however
had been on my bucket list since even before
we left Paris to come live in the US; it is the
Synagogue of the city of Carpentras.
Years ago, when I was still a music student at
the Conservatoire in Paris, a horrible incident
happened.
The
Jewish
cemetery
of
Carpentras had been desecrated in a
heinous, gruesome and shocking way. The
Jewish community, in response, organized a
silent demonstration in Paris. Despite the
circumstances, that day is ingrained in my
memory as one proud moment. Pride in the
Jewish community who manifested in the
most dignified way, without screaming,
without looting and burning (unlike some
other communities). Pride also in the nonJewish French community who marched
along with the President of France at the
head, hand in hand with the Chief Rabbi. That
night, National news showed children taking
yellow metro tickets, turning them into little
Stars of David and wearing them pinned to
their shirt, showing their solidarity. Ever since
this event, I promised myself to visit the little
community of Carpentras. It took years to
fulfill this promise, but when I did last
summer, I discovered a treasure of a
synagogue, filled with fascinating history.

An appointment is needed in order to visit
the synagogue and on the scheduled day, I
decided to pray in the Sanctuary in order to
feel the energy of eight centuries of Jewish
history. After ringing the bell at the entrance
of the synagogue, a woman and a young man
welcomed us, followed by an older man who
would later be our tour guide. An instant
bond was quickly established, playing Jewish
geography and talking about the community
Jewish life in the region. It turned out the
woman was living in Israel when the incident
at the cemetery occured. The young man
wasn’t born yet (oy vey) but the older man
was there, in Carpentras, and sadly
remembered the event. The young man had
made a beautiful model of the Beit
Hamikdash (Jerusalem Temple) which was
on display in the entrance of the synagogue.

The construction of the synagogue started in
1367. At the time, it was a simple structure at
street level. Now, after centuries of history, it
is partly underground. The original structure
has a stone floor, thick walls and two bakeries
that can be visited. The first one was for
challah and regular weekly bread, the second
one was used only to prepare matzah for
Pesach.

The oven for challah and regular bread was
also used on Shabbat to cook the cholent*
for each household.

The Passover bakery. In the forefront isthe
machine to flatten the dough. On the left is
the machine that makes the holes. The entire
process, from making the dough to putting it
in the oven must not exceed 18 minutes in
order to be kosher.

*Jewish law prohibits cooking food on Shabbat. In order to have a warm meal on
Saturday, a dish can be put in the oven on Friday night, slowly cooking. This traditional
Ashkenaz dish is called cholent in Yiddish. Some say this term comes from the old
French, “chaud lent”, meaning “slow hot” (this oven is the ancestor of the slow
cooker!).

On the other side of the room is the mikveh,
the ritual bath. This mikveh was a state-ofthe-art construction with a heating
component which can be seen on the back
wall. In order to be kosher, the water must
always come from a natural source. In
Carpentras, there is a deep underground
stream that feeds the mikveh. This water is
frigid, so the community quickly engineered a
heating system.

In between the bakery and the mikveh, there is a wall with an entryway leading to
three exquisitely restored rooms where they offer conferences and cultural events. In
one of these rooms, the synagogue is currently excavating the entrances that lead to
a system of tunnels. They were built for safety at the same time as the original
building; the Jewish community would run and hide in these tunnels when they were
attacked.
In the 18th Century, the local bishop gave permission to expand the synagogue above
the existing structure. However, after starting the construction, they were forced to
demolish it and rebuild it so that the synagogue wouldn’t be higher than the church.
The community hired Antoine d’Allemand, a non-Jewish architect who wanted to
produce a splendid sanctuary. He insisted on having marble columns and marble walls
around the Ark, but this material was simply impossible to obtain. All the marble in the
synagogue is trompe-l'œil, it is wood painted by talented artists.

The door in the picture above is the entrance to the Sanctuary. The columns are faux
marble, when you knock on them they sound hollow with thick metal bars in the
middle holding the balcony. When I saw this, I mistakenly assumed the balcony was
the women’s gallery. In fact, when the bishop came to visit the synagogue, he wanted
to emulate churches and insisted on having the lectern on the gallery because priests
used to give their sermons on a high platform. He didn’t know that the lectern was in
fact used to read the Torah, so for centuries, in this synagogue, the Torah reading was
done from up there.

An ancient oil Chanukiah to the
left of the Ark.

On the right side of the Ark, there is a
candelabra. No one knows how old it is. The
only thing they know is that it was there
before they started the construction of the
original building, back in 1367. What appears
to be marble behind the candelabra is,
again, a trompe-l'œil of wood panels
magnificently painted.

To visit this synagogue was an
adventure back in time, and to
know that it is still used every
week
by
the
community,
chanting the same prayers,
reading the same words of Torah,
is a testament of Jewish survival
and resilience. I had the
opportunity to pray in this
Sanctuary, adding my voice to
the thousands who have also
prayed there for almost 800
years, history running through my
soul. It was a privilege.

Awakening
There was once a family who had a
young daughter. This girl was special,
she was looking for answers. The
problem was that she wasn't quite sure
which questions to ask. One thing she
was certain of, there was a wisdom out
there that she needed to grasp. One
day, more determined than ever, she
decided to get some answers.
Since she didn’t know exactly what she
was looking for, she decided to walk on
a nice path that led to the forest and
took upon herself to fast for the day.
The reason for this fast was to be
elevated above all earthly matters and
needs, the intention being to let the
path lead her.
As she walked through the forest, she
sent a thought of gratitude for the
shade provided by the branches and
the gentle breeze that kept her from
being thirsty. She was greeted by the
songs of the birds and various insects
and she greeted them back by singing
along. Soon she arrived at a clearing
where the grass was soft and springy.
She removed her shoes to walk on the
fresh grass and sat next to a gentle
creek, her back resting on an old wise
tree. As she put her feet in the water,
she felt the refreshing stream, and
there, in this contemplative state, she
took a nap.

When she awoke, it was already the
end of the day but she wasn’t afraid,
because she knew that this deep sleep
and her fast connected her to
something that was immensely loving,
understanding and enlightened.
As she stood up, she noticed a cottage
behind the clearing. She decided to
explore and see who lived in the
charming house. She approached,
observed the light of a flickering candle
in one of the windows and noticed that
the door was open. The place felt
welcoming, and as she walked in, she
saw a gentle blaze in the fireplace
giving a soft glowing light.

In the middle of the room, as if waiting for her, a glass of fresh water sat on a table. Since it
was the end of the day, it was also the end of her fast, so she took the glass and drank
from it slowly, giving thanks to the One who quenches thirst. When she put the glass back
on the table, she was surprised to notice that it was still full, as if she hadn’t drunk at all. On
her right, there was a doorway leading to the room where the candle was flickering. She
was drawn to this light and noticed that it was, in fact, an oil candle. There was little oil left
and it was about to go out. On a shelf below there was a little container of oil, she added
some to the candle and fired the wick so it would go on burning.
The flame became bigger and it shed light in the entire room. This is when she noticed a
staircase. The top led to the sky and the bottom to a pit. She knew there was meaning in
all this, so she prayed. She prayed to be granted understanding, to find out what was the
lesson behind all these events.
Suddenly, a woman with a long flowing white dress came down the staircase. She had a
beautiful smile and walked right in front of the girl.
"Little one, the events of this day
abound with meaning. The nap you
took earlier represents daily meditation
and prayer, where deep insights are
obtained. The stream symbolizes your
thirst for learning and the old wise tree
you leaned on stands for the wisdom
you acquire. The house we are in
represents your home, with all its
rituals, ethics, Shabbat observance. The
glass of water is the Torah that you
learn, the glass is always full because
Torah is never ending. The oil you
added to the lamp is the Light you
bring to this world through random acts
of lovingkindness and the staircase
going up to heaven and down are the
paths you decide to take in life. All is
good, as far as you are consistent in
your thirst for growth, understanding
and learning."
With this, the woman with the long flowing white dress gave a tender kiss to the girl, turned
back towards the staircase, waved goodbye and disappeared as she went up. The girl
knew she found the wisdom she was looking for, deep understanding that would keep
conveying insights throughout her life. She also understood that each event of her life has,
and always will be, filled with value and meaning. With immense gratitude, she walked out
of the house, returned on the path, bringing home this lesson of life.
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