
1

in memory of Uri Elitzur

The Maaleh School 
of Film and Television

A PURE PRAYER

FILM.COURSE

SHABBAT & HOLIDAYS

F I L M S  A N D  T E A C H I N G  R E S O U R C E S



2 3note  |

in memory of Uri Elitzur

The Maaleh School 
of Film and Television

The short films in this collection are the graduate creations of our students. The 

films embody the passions, concerns and spiritual dilemmas of the young people 

who have written and directed them. The educational materials are a compilation 

of the classes, lectures and seminars that have been given with the films to Jewish 

audiences of every age and background over the past decade. This particular set is 

designed to bring you original and vibrant resources for the Jewish High Holiday 

period with its themes of soul-searching, repentance, forgiveness and renewal. 

Writer: Revital Stern | Translation: Katie Green | Editor: Rachel Jaskow

2017

www.maale.co.il  |    |  02-6277366

Courtesy of

Scriptwriter & Director: Sarah Beck | Fiction | 27 minutes | 2000

Film Synopsis
David and Rosa Schwartzman live with their special-needs adult son, Menachem, 
on an Israeli moshav (communal settlement similar to a kibbutz). Like most of 
the moshav's elderly residents, David and Rosa fear for the moshav's future as its 
founding members age and the young people move away.

Schwartzman, who is warden of the synagogue, is out of his mind with anxiety 
as the High Holy Days approach. It has become harder and harder to find people 
with the knowledge and skill to run the synagogue, and this year, only nine elderly 
men are available or willing to take part in the services. Since the moshav is an 
Orthodox one, a minyan (quorum) of at least ten men is required for Yom Kippur 
services. Schwartzman sees no way out of his dilemma, as he and his family have 
nowhere else to go for the holidays – and what of the eight men and their families 
who would be left behind?

Rosa, his wife, has a solution: Menachem, their son, must be brought to the 
synagogue to make up the quorum. Years of unarticulated pain and frustration 
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then come to the surface as Schwartzman, Rosa and Menachem begin to wrestle 
with the fact that Menachem has never been brought to the synagogue or taught 
to pray because of his mental disability. They also begin to wrestle with the 
community: according to halacha (Jewish law), a mentally-challenged adult may 
not be counted in a minyan. Some of the old-timers declare they would rather 
leave the moshav for the holiday than be in a quorum that includes Menachem.

Topics for discussion raised by this film
•	 Yom Kippur and the theme of atonement; implications for the community.
•	 Balancing two categories of commandments: "between a person and God" 

(bein adam le-makom), and "between one person and another person" (bein 
adam le-havero). Priorities when the two appear to conflict.

•	 The mentally-disabled adult in the family and in the community.
•	 The robustness and fragility of family relationships; when hardened religious/

political/social beliefs in the family need to be reassessed to make way for 
healing and an improved quality of life.

•	 The moshav as an exclusively Israeli institution. Differences between a moshav 
and a kibbutz. How the phenomenon of the second generation seeking an 
urban lifestyle has threatened the future of the moshav/kibbutz enterprise. 
See Ma'aleh film catalog for the award-winning documentary, The Breakfast 
Parliament (dir. Golan Rise, http://www.maale.co.il/default.asp?PageID=73).

•	 Prayer:  Orthodox requirements for a minyan; the special-needs adult in the 
synagogue; individual prayer vs. communal prayer; Tefillah Zakah (A Pure Prayer) 
as a specific reference to the prayer recited before Kol Nidre services on Yom 
Kippur Eve; Tefillah Zakah made famous by S.Y. Agnon's short story "The Flute" 
in his anthology Days of Awe (see Part 4, Section 2).

CINEMATIC TOOLS  
FOR ANALYSIS

1. THE CHARACTERS

Schwartzman, the main character
Schwartzman, an elderly man in his seventies and the synagogue warden, 
has the unenviable task of organizing High Holy Day services for the moshav 
synagogue. Fewer and fewer moshav residents either want to pray or are able to 
do so; the synagogue, like the moshav it serves, appears to be facing extinction. 
Founding members like Schwartzman see the demise of their young, energetic 
socialist ideals reflected in the synagogue's failure to thrive.

Schwartzman, who runs a tiny, ailing car-repair shack on the moshav to 
support his family, has never taken part in raising his mentally-challenged son. 
Menachem's adult needs are seen to by Schwartzman's stalwart wife Rosa, whose 
exhaustion and sorrow rarely surface in the stilted conversations between the 
couple. Schwartzman is a typical man of his generation, in which the birth of 
a disabled child was perceived as something to be ashamed of. Neither he 
nor anyone else in the family has ever articulated their anger, disappointment 
and sadness. Rosa's suggestion that Menachem be the tenth man for the 
minyan brings to the surface many of Schwartzman's repressed feelings about 
Menachem's status as a son, human being and Jew. As the main character, it 
is Schwartzman who will undergo an emotional and psychological process in 
the film and be forced to change some of his behaviors and attitudes.

Supporting Characters

Rosa, also typical of her generation, has unstintingly molded her life to the 
needs of her husband and disabled son. Because of Schwartzman's coldness 
to Menachem since childhood, Rosa is the thread that binds the three of them 
together and the only channel of communication between father and son. 
Rosa suggests Menachem as "the tenth man" in the minyan and is prepared 



6 7

in memory of Uri Elitzur

The Maaleh School 
of Film and Television

A Pure Prayer  |

to teach him the Kaddish prayer herself to facilitate this. Rosa's motives here 
are complex. She may not even be aware of some of them herself. Over and 
above her concern for a minyan on Yom Kippur is her indirect reproach to her 
husband for his neglect of Menachem's religious education, and her anger at 
the community which does not see Menachem as "fit" to take part in synagogue 
prayers.

Menachem, a thirty-year-old special-needs adult, is deeply attached to and 
dependent on his mother. He is anxious and fearful around his father. Despite 
his disability, Menachem is a trusting, kind man who functions fairly well outside 
of his own household, where the repressed emotions of decades have made the 
air thick with guilt and resentment. Menachem suffers frequent humiliations at 
the hands of the moshav children, who taunt him, and he tolerates his father's 
abrasiveness with good-natured bewilderment. Menachem is also a reliable 
employee of the moshav's small convenience store, and also helps out with 
numerous chores at home. Belatedly, Schwartzman begins to recognize some 
of his son's abilities and to make use of his limited skills.

Zissovitch, an elderly, wheelchair-bound moshav resident, is accompanied 
everywhere by his female caregiver, even into the inner sanctum of the men's 
section of the synagogue. In a conversation with Schwartzman at the synagogue, 
Zissovitch requests a seat for her to use during Yom Kippur services – yet he 
vociferously objects to Menachem as the tenth man for the quorum.

2. THE DRAMATIC CONFLICT
The apparent dramatic conflict of the film appears to be about one family 
taking on the community, which will not accept their son as a member of a 
minyan for synagogue services. This conflict unfolds against the background 
of the vitally important Yom Kippur services, where Menachem's presence as 
the tenth man will be crucial if those services are to proceed.

But the essence of the conflict is between Schwartzman and his son. 
Schwartzman has neglected Menachem, both physically and emotionally, for 
years. Menachem's status on the moshav as a figure of fun or embarrassment, 
as someone a little less than human who does not merit the consideration and 
respect accorded to other humans, is suddenly and unexpectedly brought into 

focus for Schwartzman when Rosa insists that Menachem be included in the 
prayer quorum. The community's opposition to this idea holds up a mirror to 
Schwartzman about how he himself has behaved. When has he ever indicated 
to the people around him, all of whom have known Menachem since birth, that 
Menachem should be treated any differently?

3. FILM STRUCTURE

Exposition: In the days leading up to Yom Kippur, Schwartzman wanders the 
moshav before dawn, calling for congregants to attend the early-morning selihot 
service. Menachem runs after him, craving contact and attention. Schwartzman 
alternates between ignoring Menachem or berating him. At synagogue, the 
few old men who still come to pray discuss the difficulty of finding a tenth man 
for the upcoming Yom Kippur prayers. 

Crisis: Menachem returns home, physically and mentally bruised after being 
taunted by some local children. His mother, Rosa, bathes him, while through 
the closed door of the bathroom Schwartzman delivers a bitter litany of his 
complaints about Menachem. Rosa's sharp and passionate rebuke to her 
husband, also through the closed door, moves him unexpectedly.

Deepening of characters and progress of narrative: Later that day, 
Schwartzman returns home from his car-repair shack to find his wife and son 
cooking together in the kitchen. They are listening to a recording of the special 
Kaddish tune for Yom Kippur. Schwartzman realizes that Menachem might be 
capable of uttering a few basic prayers. Could this mean that his son can be 
included in the minyan? Without further ado he attempts to teach Menachem 
the proper responses to the Kaddish, but harshly and impatiently. Menachem, 
distressed and fearful, is unable to utter even the word "Amen," and leaves the 
house with his father's reprimands ringing in his ears.

Turning point: Menachem offers his father some help at work, and for the first 
time, Schwartzman begins to see some of Menachem's potential abilities. He 
begins to soften towards his son. Later that evening, a delegation of men arrives 
to remind Schwartzman that, according to the strict interpretation of Jewish 
law, Menachem's mental disability means that he cannot be counted in a prayer 
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quorum. They inform Schwartzman that if he intends to bring Menachem to 
prayers as the tenth man, they will all go elsewhere for Yom Kippur.

Denouement: Yom Kippur Eve. Rosa lights candles to usher in the holiday. 
Menachem, delighted with his new holiday clothes, accompanies his father 
to synagogue.

Resolution: In the synagogue, Schwartzman begins to intone the famous Kol 
Nidre prayers with Menachem beside him. As the camera pans out, we see that 
Menachem and his father are the only two people in the synagogue.

FILM LANGUAGE 

1. The Narrative
This is a family "triangle" in which each relationship between two of the members 
has a direct effect on the third. Early on in the film, we are presented with the 
two very different ways in which the Schwartzmans relate to their son. The 
more cold or hostile Schwartzman is towards Menachem, the more Rosa tries 
to coddle and protect him. Although Rosa has clearly devoted the last thirty 
years to raising Menachem, she has not provided him with many tools to take 
care of himself. Both parents are guilty of omission, but Schwartzman's is the 
more serious. 

Rosa's intimate knowledge of Menachem and his abilities is what gives her 
the courage to suggest him as the tenth man for the minyan. Nobody knows 
better than she how grossly her husband has underestimated Menachem's 
capabilities.

Schwarzman's deep feelings of failure and disappointment over his son 
surface when Rosa bathes Menachem's cuts and scratches in the bath, as if 
he were a small child. "Thirty years this golem has been a millstone around my 
neck!" he roars at both of them through the closed door.

But for once, Rosa refuses to be silent in the face of insults directed at her 
son. Her sharp verbal rebuke to Schwartzman about his many years of neglect 
touches a deep chord of guilt and shame in him.

From then on, Menachem the golem slowly transforms into a human being in 
Schwartzman's eyes. The film's resolution is that Schwartzman breaks with the 

men of the synagogue and with the behavior of years to stand by Menachem's 
right to pray there. In the process, he loses his friends, but regains a powerful 
new connection with his wife and son. Menachem's name in Hebrew means "a 
comfort," and by the end of the film we sense that there are some unexpected 
ways in which Menachem has the potential to be of comfort to his parents in 
their old age.

2. Genre, Visual Language and Imagery
The film employs powerful visual symbols to evoke our emotions and tell the 
story. The film opens with Menachem chasing Schwartzman along the paths of 
the moshav in the dark as Schwartzman tries to muster every man for prayers 
except his own son. The film ends with Schwartzman sitting close to his son in 
the lit synagogue, with all other members absent.

Other images move us: the well-built, thirty-year-old Menachem sitting in the 
bath and being tended by his mother as if he were a little boy; Schwartzman's 
tears after his wife rebukes him through a closed door; Zissovitch in his wheelchair 
threatening to sabotage prayers if Menachem attends; Menachem's fearful, 
hopeful movements as he helps out for the first time at his father's workplace; 
his pride in his brand new clothes as he leaves for synagogue on Yom Kippur eve.

Doors and windows are used as allegories for repressed emotions, interference 
and openness: Rosa shuts the door firmly in Schwartzman's face while she tends 
to Menachem in the bath, and their conversation, though of deep significance to 
both, takes place through it. While Schwartzman attempts to teach Menachem 
the  responses to the Kaddish, Goldberg, one of the congregants most opposed 
to Menachem's participating in the quorum, observes them through an open 
window. At the end of the film, Rosa watches her husband and son through 
the same window as they leave for synagogue.
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POINTS FOR  
FURTHER DISCUSSION

1. Yom Kippur: Themes of Repentance and Atonement
The film raises for debate the issue of prayer in the synagogue and how it affects 
relationships in the family. By the end of the film, tensions in the community 
are left unresolved, but within the Schwartzman family both repentance and 
reconciliation have taken place.

Certain life events occur that stimulate soul-searching and regret in an 
individual or family; in the film, it is Yom Kippur itself that causes this to 
happen for the Schwartzmans. The apathy and discrimination displayed by 
the community in the name of religion awakens something in Schwartzman. He 
begins to ask himself about priorities: what does a group of people gathered 
in a synagogue on Yom Kippur ask of God? Compassion? Proper judgment? 
Forgiveness? Empathy? Can Schwartzman himself ask for these things when he 
has never shown them to his own son? Is the community fit for such prayers if it 
ostracizes Menachem? In the end Schwartzman must choose, and he chooses 
his son over the community after having done the opposite for years. In Jewish 
tradition, it is this paradigm shift in human consciousness that is the central 
pillar of repentance. The film deliberately uses the Yom Kippur prayers as the 
battleground on which Schwartzman must take up arms for his son; it is at this 
sacred time of year and over this sacred issue that Schwartzman must decide 
what is sacred to him and what is not.

The film opens with Schwartzman hurrying from house to house on the 
moshav, calling to the men to attend the special Selihot prayers that precede 
Yom Kippur. Though Schwartzman recites Selihot – prayers for forgiveness – 
every morning at synagogue, there is no forgiveness in his own heart or in his 
own home. Schwartzman cannot forgive Menachem for being the way he is. 
He cannot forgive Rosa for giving birth to such a son and then pampering and 
protecting him, and he cannot forgive himself for his distance and coldness to 
both of them. This touches upon an important Jewish ethic: all supplications 

to God for atonement on Yom Kippur are worthless as long as an individual 
has not made peace with his fellow human beings.

One of the first important conflict scenes in the film takes place when Rosa 
tends to Menachem in the bath as if he were a child. Rosa closes Schwartzman 
out of this situation because she cannot depend on his empathy or tenderness. 
The very sight of thirty-year-old, adult Menachem crying in the bath like a baby 
infuriates Schwartzman, and the full grief of having a mentally-challenged son 
is once again brought home to him.

"For thirty years this boy has been the burden of my life!" cries Schwartzman.
Rosa shouts: "What do you know? When was the last time you laughed with 

him? Or hugged him?" Her answer makes Schwartzman weep.
Deep regret is the essence of teshuva, repentance. Teshuva requires not just 
that a person's attitude change, but that his actions change as a result. 

Throughout the film we see Schwartzman taking small but significant steps to 
try to forge a connection with his son:
•	 Schwartzman finds his son in the kitchen, Rosa's domain, and removes 

him from it, telling him to take off "that rag" – the apron he is wearing. He 
attempts to teach Menachem how to say "amen"to the Kaddish prayer, but 
does so roughly and the attempt fails.

•	 Menachem passes by the garage and stops to hand his father a wrench. 
Schwartzman is struck for the first time by the realization that Menachem is 
perfectly capable of carrying out minor tasks and could be of help to him in 
his work. This time he takes care to use a gentler approach, and a small spark 
of affection is kindled. This episode also gives Menachem an opportunity to 
demonstrate that he is physically quite a bit stronger than his aging father.

•	 Schwartzman comes to visit Menachem at work outside the convenience 
store. Menachem has been waiting for hours for a truckful of dairy products to 
arrive. Schwartzman is struck by Menachem's stoic patience and dedication, 
the way he waits in the heat without complaint. When the truck finally arrives, 
Menachem unloads the merchandise with practice and ease, refusing his 
father's help.

•	 Back home, Rosa sews on an old sewing machine, her stitching a visual 
allegory of the family's attempt to stitch together new modes of relating. 
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When Menachem whines about his cut finger, Schwartzman dispatches him 
to the bathroom, though not unkindly. Schwartzman's new appreciation 
of Menachem's abilities has also empowered him to teach Menachem to 
behave in a more adult manner. "The kid is okay," he tells Rosa, who answers, 
"Suddenly you're an expert?" But her tone is playful.

•	 Schwartzman's new appreciation of his son and his empowerment as a 
parent are clearly visible by the end of the film. He takes the smartly attired 
Menachem with him to synagogue on Yom Kippur eve, brushing aside 
Rosa's assertions that Menachem will forget the prayers he has been taught. 
Schwartzman not only believes in Menachem's ability to remember, but 
no longer thinks that Menachem is required to prove himself in order to 
participate in services.

•	 Particularly significant are the words of prayer that begin the Kol Nidre 
service on Yom Kippur night: "We are permitted to pray with sinners." The 
director chooses to end the film with these words. In their original context, 
they indicate the very first words of the Kol Nidre service, inviting everyone 
to pray whatever their past wrongdoing. In the context of the film, these 
words ask a different question: If all "sinners" are people who have been 
found wanting or who have not lived up to their potential, then surely 
Menachem's innocence qualifies him to participate in services? (See the 
story by S. Y. Agnon in Part 4, Section 2.) 

2. Family Dynamics
Every parent sees in her child a reflection of herself, and if she detects imperfections 
or faults in the child, then she often perceives these as imperfections and faults 
in herself. Schwartzman finds it difficult to accept his son. He comes from a 
generation of men for whom the ability to bring a healthy son into the world 
was a mark of pride, and to bring a disabled one into the world was a mark of 
shame. Schwartzman retains in his soul prejudices and perceptions that are no 
longer considered appropriate today, yet they have formed him and inform all 
of his relationships. He also comes from a generation of men who were raised 
to hold their feelings in check and to repress their guilt, fear, and anxiety. The 
result is a toxic leakage of rage and disappointment into the family home.

The narrative power of almost all fictional films draws from the ability of 

human beings to change, or to experience epiphany or awakening. As many 
writers and filmmakers have attempted to show, the crucible of family conflict, 
most particularly regarding the expectations that are opened up the moment 
a child is born to its parents, is often the focal point of such an awakening.

In Menachem's case the "imperfection" at issue is his status as a special-needs 
child, but of course all children have their imperfections, some less obvious 
than others. Parents discover their children's imperfections as they grow, and 
at a certain point the opposite process also takes place as the child begins to 
discover the imperfections of her parents. In Schwartzman's case, the more 
he learns things about his son that he likes, the more he learns things about 
himself that he does not like. The more potential he discovers in Menachem, 
the more guilt he feels over his years of parental neglect.

Schwartzman's pain over everything that his son will not and cannot become 
is exacerbated by the dying moshav and its elderly community of founders. 
Schwartzman looks for continuity in different areas of his life as he ages, but 
can find none. His anger with his son is therefore complex, emanating from 
other areas of disappointment besides the obvious one. Yet the step he takes 
to change his lack of connection with Menachem ultimately enriches his 
relationship with his wife too. Towards the end of the film we see Rosa stroke 
Schwartzman's face as he sleeps. Some tenderness has been restored between 
the couple as Schwartzman begins to reach out to his son.

By the end of the film, it is Rosa who expresses her doubts that Menachem 
will be able to pray and Schwartzman who defends him. This role reversal 
demonstrates that a transformation has taken place in the family dynamic.

3. Prayer
"A deaf person, an idiot or a child may not make up a quorum" (Shulchan Aruch, 
Orah Hayyim 55:8)

In previous centuries, Menachem would have been defined as the "idiot" 
above. Today he might be clinically described as a thirty-year-old with the 
mental age of a six-year-old. 

In either of these categories – that of "idiot" or child who has not yet reached 
bar-mitzvah age – Jewish law indicates that Menachem cannot be part of a 
minyan. The sages addressed this question in the context of an understanding 
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of God. If a man cannot understand the concept of God, then surely he is not 
fit to pray. Menachem undoubtedly fits this description. In a poignant and 
humorous discussion with his mother at the beginning of the film, he asks his 
mother who God is, and his mother complains she that has frequently explained 
this to him. "But I forgot," says Menachem. "Tell me who He is again?"

In contrast to this, the sages do bring stories into the Talmud of mentally 
deficient adults or young children "opening the gates of heaven" in unexpected 
ways. A Hasidic tale on this subject made famous by S.Y. Agnon in his anthology 
Days of Awe is included below (see Part 4, Section 2 below).

The film raises important issues about "fitness" for prayer. Is a full understanding 
of God necessary for a person to participate in a quorum? Even if it is, can no 
exception be made when the absence of a "tenth person" cancels out the 
possibility of communal prayer for nine other families? Right at the beginning 
of the film, Menachem gets hold of a Torah scroll on a visit to the synagogue and 
takes obvious pleasure in handling it. If the rituals and objects of the synagogue 
give him a sense of connection and pride, is that itself not enough to qualify 
him for a quorum? What of the role of the community in their lack of support 
for the Schwartzman family and its particular needs?

4. Continuity
The film presents us with two inter-generational phenomena:
•	 A visible lack of young people on the moshav. Over the past few decades, 

many of those born on Israel's moshavim and kibbutzim have left, seeking 
a more urban, mainstream lifestyle. The socialist values of these institutions 
became less appealing to young people as Israel developed into a first-world 
country with a thriving economy. We see a parallel phenomenon outside 
of Israel, where some older synagogues begin to suffer from diminished 
attendance as young families move away to establish new communities.

•	 At various points in the film, there is talk of the younger generation's 
abandonment of religious practice. Indeed, none of the elderly people we see 
attending services are accompanied by grown children or by grandchildren. 
"Ask your son to come," says Schwartzman to one of the congregants who 
replies bitterly, "Ask your son!"

The film is critical of the behavior of these elderly people and asks us to examine 
the possible reasons behind the defection of the younger generation. Perhaps 
the rigid and outdated behavi of the older generation has resulted in this 
defection. How many "imperfections" among the children of this moshav were 
accepted lovingly? How many teenagers growing up here were made to feel 
inadequate or unwanted?

Trigger questions for after the screening
Note:  We have included questions addressing a wide range of ages and backgrounds. 
You are invited to choose which questions will be most appropriate for your 
educational setting.
1. In Judaism, we divide the mitzvot (commandments) into two categories: those 

which are "between a person and God" (bein adam le-makom), and those which 
are "between one person and another person" (bein adam le-havero). In this 
film, we see where those two areas of Jewish practice and faith have come 
into conflict with one another. In which other, everyday situations might this 
occur? If, for example, an elderly relative asked you to visit her on a Friday night 
when you had planned to attend synagogue services, which activity would 
you choose and why?

2. Who is the main character in the story? With which character do you most identify?
3. Family dynamics: the more Schwartzman gets aggravated with Menachem, 

the more Rosa protects and babies him. Why are both behaviors damaging to 
Menachem in the long run?

4. The community decides unanimously that Menachem is not fit to be part of 
the minyan for Yom Kippur prayers. What steps could they have taken to look 
for a creative solution to this problem? (Examples: Taking time and effort to 
teach Menachem some basic prayers over a period of months to see if he might 
be capable of being in a quorum. Consulting with a rabbi about the fact that 
if Menachem does not participate, no Yom Kippur prayers will be possible at 
all in the synagogue. Paying a young person or cantor to stay on the moshav 
and join services for the High Holiday period.)

5. In the film, the director gives us a number of "clues" that Menachem feels things 
more deeply, and is capable of greater achievement, than anyone has given 
him credit for. What are these clues?
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6. We note that Zissovich, the only disabled congregant, is particularly harsh 
about Menachem and threatens to leave if he is included in the services. Why 
do you think that Zissovich of all people is the least empathetic to Menachem?

7. Outside the bathroom door, Schwartzman refers to his son as a golem. What is a 
golem in Jewish literature, and what does it tell us about Schwartzman's attitude?

8. Do you have a special-needs child or adult in your family? What are some of the 
difficulties that come up when it comes to including these family members in 
communal and social activities? Have you spoken with them about their needs 
and feelings in the synagogue? Does your synagogue/community work hard 
enough to include people with special needs? If not, what changes do you 
think could be made?

Jewish practices and philosophies raised in the film

Practical and Halachic
The early-morning Selihot service – When it is recited and why; differences between 
Ashkenazic and Sephardic customs.
The Kaddish – The special significance of the Kaddish prayer and when it is said.
The Yom Kippur Eve service (Kol Nidre) – What is the origin of the phrase "We are 
permitted to pray with sinners"? Why do you think it was chosen to end the film?
Candle-lighting on Yom Kippur Eve – The difference between this and other times 
in the week/year we light candles. The special blessings that parents say for, and 
to, their children when these candles are lit.
Synagogue practice in different streams of Judaism – Men and women sitting 
separately or together in synagogue, a minyan comprised of men only or women 
counted as part of a minyan.

Ethical and Behavioral
Inclusiveness of special-needs adults and children in the community; learning to 
handle conflict in the family with appropriate tone of voice, word choices, body 
language, actions and gestures; the demands of synagogue/communal life vs. 
the needs of the individual; the meaning of "repentance" in twenty-first-century 
terms; the concept of reflection and soul-searching at a particular time of year in 
the Jewish calendar; making our "New Year's resolutions" on Rosh Ha-Shana and 
Yom Kippur, the ability to change the things in ourselves that we are not proud of.

MORE SOURCES 
 & RESOURCES

From the Talmud (Tractate Yoma 8:9)
"When a person has transgressed against God (during the year), atonement will 
be conferred on Yom Kippur. But when a person has transgressed against other 
people, atonement will not be conferred on Yom Kippur unless that person first 
makes peace with those that he has injured."

Tefilla Zaka – A Pure Prayer
"It has been customary in many Jewish communities across the world," Rabbi 
Eliyahu Kitov writes in The Book of our Heritage, "for people arriving at synagogue 
after the last meal to say the Tefilla Zaka prayer before commencement of the Kol 
Nidre service. Tefilla Zaka (A Pure Prayer) deserves its name: it is pure in everything 
it expresses and is purifying in its effect on the heart. It paves the way for people 
to enter Yom Kippur with their minds set toward holiness, innocence and the 
forgiveness of sin. The main part of the prayer alludes to the five forms of affliction 
that people take upon themselves for the fast, and to how the heart should be 
open to self-examination and sincere regret. But besides going into detail about 
the kind of honesty and self-assessment required to truly repent before God, the 
prayer also enumerates the ways in which a man must seek forgiveness and healing 
from the people he has sinned against… this allows for there to be no obstacle to 
atonement and for the heavenly gates of mercy to be opened." (Sefer ha-Toda'ah, 
1976 version, page 48, translated by Katie Green. For the official English translation 
see The Book of our Heritage, Eliyahu Kitov, Feldheim Publishers.)

Excerpt from the Tefilla Zaka prayer
"I know perfectly well that there is almost no righteous person in the world who 
has not sinned against another person, bodily or financially, through his actions or 
through his words. My heart aches knowing that the damage people inflict upon 
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one another is not atoned for on Yom Kippur, unless forgiveness is first obtained 
from the injured person. My heart is broken and my body trembles at the thought 
of this, for even the day of death will not redeem me [from this responsibility]. 
Therefore I cast my supplication before You [God]. Take pity on me so that I will 
find favor and kindness and mercy, not just in Your eyes, but in the eyes of all the 
people who know me. And I, for my part, completely forgive anyone who has 
wronged me, bodily or financially, with actions or with words. Even if he/she has 
slandered me or destroyed my reputation...
"I certainly do not wish anybody to be punished for my sake, and just as I forgive 
everyone, may You help them to find it in their hearts to forgive me, too." (Translation 
from the Hebrew prayer by Katie Green)

From "The Flute," in S.Y. Agnon's anthology Days of Awe
A villager used to go yearly to the little synagogue of the Ba'al Shem Tov for the 
High Holiday services. He had a disabled child who spoke only a little, and who 
could not grasp even a single letter of text, which meant he could recite nothing 
at all that was holy. The man saw no point in taking the boy to the big city to pray, 
since the boy knew nothing. Once the child turned Bar Mitzvah, the father had 
the boy accompany him on Yom Kippur so that he could supervise him and make 
sure he ate nothing on the holy fast day.

The boy had a little flute which he always kept with him. He would play it 
when he sat in the fields while he took care of the sheep. [Before traveling to 
Yom Kippur services with his father], he hid the flute in his clothing without his 
father's knowledge. When the time came to pray in the synagogue, the child 
sat quietly without uttering a single prayer, because he knew nothing of such 
things. Then, during Mussaf [additional prayers that follow the morning service], 
he said to his father, "Father, I'd like to play my flute." His father was shocked and 
rebuked him, so the lad desisted and did not play. Then again at Mincha [the 
afternoon service], the child said, "Father, let me play my flute." His father rebuked 
him even more harshly and told him not to dare do such a thing. Only the laws 
of muktzeh [the prohibition against touching an object that may not be used on 
the Sabbath] prevented him from taking the flute away from the child. After the 
Mincha service, the child said: "Why shouldn't I play my flute?"  When the father 
saw how much his little son wanted to play he said: "Where is the flute?"  The child 

showed him that it was in his pocket. The father then grabbed hold of the flute 
inside the pocket and held on to it, so that the child would not be able to take it 
out and play it. He did this while standing throughout the Ne'ilah service [closing 
prayers of Yom Kippur]. However, the child managed to wrestle the flute out of 
his father's grasp. He took it out and blew a strong, shrill note on it. This startled 
all the people who were praying. When the Ba'al Shem Tov [who was leading the 
services] heard it, he cut his prayers short. After the service he said: "This little 
boy, through the music of his flute, lifted up all of the prayers here, and made my 
task a little easier. The child might know nothing, but throughout this holy day he 
has been sitting here, seeing and hearing the prayers of the whole congregation. 
And the sparks of their holiness were absorbed by him, and burned in him like 
a fire, so that his desire to play his flute got stronger and stronger until he could 
hardly breathe. When he did finally play a note on his flute it came straight from 
the heart, a direct and undiluted call to the Holy One, Blessed Be He, and to Him 
alone. And the purity of what was in the child's mouth was so favorable to God 
that He accepted everybody else's prayers as a result."

(From the Hebrew anthology Yamim Nora'im, S.Y. Agnon, Book 3, Chapter 23. 
English translation by Katie Green. Official English translation of "The Flute" is in 
Days of Awe, S.Y. Agnon, p. 268, Schocken Books.)

Hasidic concepts in this story
"The Merciful One – that is, The Holy One, blessed be He, wants to connect with a 
person's heart. His response to prayer does not depend upon a person's having 
great knowledge or on his/her being particularly learned and a graduate of the 
great institutions, but rather on honest desire, inner intent and heartfelt emotion." 
(Talmud, Tractate Sanhedrin)

"Men see only a person's external appearance, while God sees the workings of 
his heart" (1 Samuel 16:7). The Rebbe of the congregation feels and understands 
things that are hidden from ordinary people. He can divine things from people's 
consciences and understand things not openly expressed. Because of these 
abilities, the Rebbe of a hasidic sect may sometimes surprise his followers in his 
judgment, words and behavior.

Israeli films on these topics
Ne'ila (dir. Zohar Markman), Sam Spiegel Film School, Jerusalem.


