A TASTE OF AYEKA
BRINGING GOD INTO MY LIFE

GENERAL GUIDELINES

AYEKA

At Ayeka – we want to bring God back to the conversation.
Ayeka was created to enable us - Jews of all backgrounds and aﬃliations - to discover,
explore, and deepen our own unique relationship with God. The goal of this discovery is to
allow our relationship with God to enhance our lives, and to bring out the best in ourselves
and in all our personal relationships.
Judaism began with God. Abraham pioneered Judaism by having a personal relationship with
God – by talking to God and talking about God. Our name – Yisrael – means “one who will
wrestle with God”. Ironically, we have found that Jews of all backgrounds and aﬃliations do
not feel comfortable talking about a personal relationship with God.
Ayeka directly addresses this issue. Ayeka provides an environment of safe space, without
judgment, to engage in our own relationship with God. Each of us following our own path.
Each of us moving at our own pace.
We have thoughtfully chosen Jewish wisdom sources and developed a paradigm which
guides an individualized process of spiritual reflection and self-expression. Ayeka facilitates a
profound and genuine exploration of our inner lives – in pairs, in small groups, or within an
existing learning curriculum.
The benefits of Ayeka are far-reaching. By exploring and engaging in a personal relationship
with God together with kindred spirits, we become better equipped to listen to our inner
voice and strengthen our sense of personal wholeness. The Ayeka process helps imbue
our lives with greater clarity, and inspires us to devote more love and attention to all our
relationships.
Ultimately this inner exploration can strengthen our dedication to fulfilling our own unique
divine mission – as we perceive it – in this world.
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Bringing God into My Life
We created this module for individuals who do not have time or may not be ready for the
longer Ayeka modules and also for potential facilitators who want to try out facilitating on
a smaller scale.
This 4-session series touches on the most central subjects of personal and spiritual growth:

First session: Ayeka - Where are you?
Hiding from God. The story of Adam's hiding behind the tree in the Garden of Eden is an
eternal human paradigm which each person replicates in various ways in his or her life.
What about my life would be different if I were more spiritually connected?

Second session: Hineni
In the first session, Ayeka, God asks Adam “Where are you”? Adam hid from God. The
ideal answer to this question is “Hineni”. I am present, not hiding. In this session we will
raise the possibility of becoming aware of God’s presence in even the smallest events and
moments of our lives.

Third session: My Inner Voice
“Prayer is only correct when it arises from the awareness that the soul is always praying.”
The intuitions of our inner voice are like “angels knocking on the doors of our souls”. In
my life, have I ever had a moment in which I felt that I was listening to my soul? When?

Fourth session: Loving Difficult People
How can the Torah command us to love, especially when there are so many difficult and
exasperating people in our lives? Loving another person – is it an emotion or an action?
How does one’s relationship with God affect the ability to love? How would I characterize
myself regarding behaving as a loving friend? How do I feel about myself when I become
annoyed?
Each session includes the three Ayeka elements:
Jewish texts
Guided writing exercise
Spiritual chevruta questions to help personalize the ideas
This module serves as a wonderful introduction to the Ayeka seminars and easily flows into
any of them.
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AYEKA PRINCIPLES

COMMITMENT TO:
1. SPIRITUAL GROWTH: The readiness for spiritual growth and for developing a deeper
connection with God.
2. PERSONAL GROWTH: The desire to make your Jewish life become more personally
meaningful and relevant.
3. INDIVIDUALITY: The awareness and appreciation that people grow in diﬀerent ways and
at diﬀerent paces, and that every person has a unique path.
4. SAFE SPACE: The maintenance of an environment of mutual respect. Without
cynicism, judging, or criticizing other participants.
5. OPENNESS: The willingness to trust, share with, and deeply listen to other members of
the group. An openness to express your strengths and weaknesses, hopes and fears.
6. CONFIDENTIALITY: The confidentiality of the words spoken in the group.
7. GIVING: The will to engage in the process of helping others to grow.
To not only want to get something from the group but also to be involved
with and give to others.
8. INTEGRATION: The awareness that these sessions are not purely academic, but include
experiential and personalizing components.
9. PERSONAL WORK: The responsibility to undertake the practical assignments stemming
from each session.
10. CONSISTENCY: The awareness that the success of the program is the product
of the seriousness with which you engage in it. Conscientious attendance and punctuality
are essential for ensuring the success of the whole group.
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SESSION 1:
1. To introduce an atmosphere of safe space and mutual respect.
2. To introduce the exploring of the unique spiritual relationship
of each individual.
3. To introduce the ideas:
Of hiding from God
Of hiding from one’s inner self

The participants begin to arrive. Before jumping into the actual content of the
first session, your job is to make sure that everyone is comfortable. It can be
intimidating for adults to walk into a program in which they may not know
everyone, and do not entirely know what awaits them. People will be a bit
nervous and cautious. Your welcoming people will help relax everyone and allay
their concerns.

1. Welcome everyone and introduce yourself. You will set the mood of the group

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

by being personal when you introduce yourself. This is not the time for being
too humble or too quiet. Share briefly why you wanted to create a group and
why you think it is so important. Talk from your heart for 3-4 minutes.
Explain the concept of Safe Space; no judging others, no cynicism, no eyerolling, no attacking people’s opinions or ideas.
Pass around the participant form for names, addresses, phone numbers, &
e-mails.
Ask everyone to put on a name tag.
Ask everyone to turn oﬀ their cell phones.
Now invite everyone to say a few words about why they are here.

Now we’re almost ready to start the content of the session. But first we have to
shift the mood from “checking things out” to focusing on spirituality. After all,
that’s why people came. To help set the personal and sincere nature of the group,
invite everyone to turn to the person next to them and share a Spiritual Moment
they have experienced in their life. If anyone asks: “What do you mean by
spiritual?” – you can just say – “however you understand it.”
CONTINUED
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After you get a sense that people have shared with their partner, ask if 2 or 3 people would
like to share with the entire group. This is not a time to have people comment on these
“moments.” Your role as facilitator is to simply but sincerely acknowledge each person when
they finish sharing.
1. Get Personal
People may assume that because you are the facilitator you have already figured out this
issue. By raising one of your own diﬃculties you pave the way for participants to also
personally engage in what might be challenging for them.
Raise the issue of relating to God. Talk about how we are not going to approach this
subject theologically, but personally.
Talk briefly about a struggle you have had. This is NOT the time to begin a discussion.

2. Facilitate using the language of Ayeka
Adam’s hiding is an eternal paradigm. It invites us to now ask ourselves: “Where are we in
our own relationship with God.”
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1. Ask people: What line or part of these sources resonates with you?

2. Why do you think Adam hid?
God’s question to Adam is not a query for geographical information. God
knows where Adam is. So why did God ask? God gives Adam a chance to
accept responsibility for his action and his mistake. Not so much “where he is”
but “where he is at.”
But Adam did not answer God’s question. He did not refer to the eating from
the prohibited tree. He talked about his fear and his hiding.
Who was Adam hiding from? Adam apparently did not want to confront what
he had done. Psychologically speaking, he went into denial. He hid from his
inner self.
The correct answer to the question “Ayeka” appears later in the Torah, when
Abraham (Genesis 22:1), Jacob (Genesis 31:11), and Moses (Exodus 3:4) will
each answer “Hineni,” “I am present.”
The Midrash makes a play on words – reading the four letters of the word
“Ayeka” with diﬀerent vowels to form word “Eicha,” which is the first word
of the book of Lamentations in the Bible. Eicha is read on the 9th of Av and
describes the destruction of Jerusalem.
The Midrash is implying that either a person is willing to answer the question
of “Ayeka” – “where are you” honestly and openly, or else begins a path of
“Eicha,” of calamity and misfortune.

3. What new aspect of this story does Rav Kook add?
Rav Kook adds another dimension to the hiding of Adam. Adam is not only
hiding from God – Adam is also hiding from himself. Since the human being
is created in the Image of God, if one is estranged from God then one is also
necessarily estranged from Image of God, that is to say – his soul or his essence.
The “I-ness” that Rav Kook refers to is the voice or message of God that
is continually communicating to a person through the soul. This voice is
conveying to the person his or her true and unique self, the inner self.
To make myself a stranger to God is tantamount to making myself a stranger
to my own soul, to my “I-ness.” The writer James Joyce created a character
called Mr. Duﬀy who “lived a short distance from himself.”
The advice of the snake was that if they ate of the fruit of the Tree of
Knowledge of Good and Evil “then you will be like gods.” They sought to
become something other than themselves, than to fulfill their own inner self
and destiny.
For Rav Kook, all of life was a quest to access this inner voice and to live in
accordance with one’s true “I-ness.” To experience this harmony is to virtually
return to the Garden of Eden.
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4. The story of the first human begins in the Garden of Eden carries an eternal
message. All human begins have a tendency to hide. Behind what “trees” do
people in today’s society tend to hide?
Ask people how they would answer this question. Try to field a number of
answers. There is no “correct” answer, and avoid any conflict or disagreement.
Validate each response. Keep pushing until at least 7 or 8 suggestions have
been oﬀered.
“Trees” that are often proposed are:
Busy-ness
Materialism
Ignorance
Social pressure
Technology
Existence of Evil
Fear of consequences of a closer relationship
Religion itself
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Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak HaCohen Kook (1865-1935)
Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak HaCohen Kook, known as Rav Kook, was a great rabbinic
thinker. He was a proponent of Zionism in the pre-WWII period. His writing
stressed nationalistic views and Israel’s importance in Judaism. He studied at the
world-renowned Volozhin Yeshiva and finished the entire Talmud 8 times when
he was 17. He also wrote poetry and was known for wearing tefillin for extended
periods of time. He moved to the land of Israel in 1904.
In 1921 he became the First Chief Ashkenazi Rabbi of Palestine after moving to
Jerusalem two years earlier. Upon becoming the Chief Rabbi, Rav Kook founded
a yeshiva, now known as Merkaz HaRav. He was Chief Rabbi of Palestine until his
death prior to the Second World War. Rabbi Kook was a mystic, visionary, scholar
and leader of his people whose perspective reflects the ancient classical
spirituality of Judaism.
Qualities of Rav Kook:
Rav Kook was known for his unqualified love for all Jews and for
their love of him. He visited and cared for the secular Zionists of his time.
After his visit to Deganya, a secular anti-religious kibbutz, its members
commented “We felt that a pillar of fire had been uprooted from Mount Sinai
and had descended upon us.” Rav Kook wrote: “I love all. I cannot but love
all creatures, all nations. I desire with all the depth of my heart the glory
of all, the well-being of all. I have no need to coerce this feeling of love. It
flows directly from the holy depth of the wisdom of the Divine soul.”
Rav Kook is considered to be the father of religious Zionism. He
wrote extensively about the historical and spiritual meaning of the return of
the Jewish people to the land of Israel.
Unlike most rabbis, Rav Kook wrote about virtually
every topic. The subjects of his writings include: vegetarianism, Buddhism,
exercise, art, love, agriculture, evolution, contemporary philosophy and
politics. He also wrote volumes of poetry.
Rav Kook would enter mystic trances and write for hours, never
rewriting a sentence. If there was no Hebrew word to express his thought
he would create one. The poet laureate of Israel, Hayim Nachman Bialik
remarked that if one wanted to read the perfect Hebrew sentence, one
should read the writings of Rav Kook.
The idea of unity pervades Rav Kook’s thought. Unity of the
individual, the nation, and the world. He wrote “whoever said about me that
my soul is torn was correct. It is definitely torn. We cannot describe with
our intellect a person whose soul is not torn. Only the inanimate is whole,
but man is a creature of contradictory aspirations, and there is a constant
battle within him. The entire mission of man is to unite the contradictions
in his soul through a unifying idea, which in its greatness and exaltation
encompasses all and achieves total harmony.”
Rav Kook was not only a Talmud scholar, but also a kabbalist
(mystic). His father came from the rational line of Jewish thinkers and his
mother from the Hassidic (mystical) line. He considered himself to be a
synthesis of these two worlds.
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STUDENT SESSION 1:
Genesis

Chapter 3

6: When the woman saw that the tree
produced edible fruit which was attractive
to the eye and desirable for making one
wise, she took some of its fruit and ate it.
She also gave some of it to her husband
who was with her, and he ate it.
7: Then the eyes of both of them opened, and
they knew they were naked; so they sewed
fig leaves together and made coverings
for themselves.
8: Then the man and his wife heard the
sound of the Lord God moving about in the
garden...and they hid from the Lord God
amongst the tree(s) of the garden.
9: But the Lord God called to the man and
said to him, “Where are you?”
10: The man replied, “I heard Your voice in
the garden, and I was afraid because I was
naked, so I hid.”

Orot HaKodesh III,

p.140
Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak HaCohen Kook
I am in exile.
The sin of the first human being, which
estranged him from his true self, was that
he turned to the advice of the snake, losing
himself. He did not know how to clearly
answer the question “Ayeka?” because he did
not know himself. He lost touch with his true
“I-ness”, his truest self.
We must seek our inner selves. When we seek,
we will find.

1. What line or idea in these sources resonates with you?
2. Why do you think Adam hid?
3. What new aspect of this story does Rav Kook add?
4. The story of the first human beings in the Garden of Eden carries an eternal message.
All human beings have a tendency to hide. Behind what “trees” do people in today’s
society tend to hide?
AYEKA FACILITATOR’S GUIDE

1. Behind what trees are you hiding, regarding your relationship with God?

2. Select one of your “trees” – how might your life be diﬀerent if you emerged
from behind this tree? What would it be like for you?

3. What is holding you back from peeking out from behind your “trees?”

4. What is one small practical step you could take to improve your spiritual life?
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1. How would I describe what is positive regarding my spiritual life?
2. What about my life would be diﬀerent if I were more spiritually connected?
3. What is distracting me or holding me back from improving my spiritual life?
What could I do to improve it?
4. Share something that you wrote in the writing exercise.
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SESSION 2:
We are now reversing the question and asking “Ayeka” (“Where are
You?”) to God. Where can one find the presence of God in this world?
This session will focus on our ability and awareness to see the inner
divine spark present in all of life.

1.
2.

1. Ice breaker

2.

3.

People need help to transition from their busy lives to the session.
Optional ice-breaker:
Read this poem aloud, twice, to the group:
“God and I are like two giant fat men in a tiny boat.
We keep bumping into each other and laughing.”
Then ask them to write whatever comes up for them when they complete
the following sentence:
“God and I are like two
.”
Ask several of them to share with the group.
Get Personal
People may assume that because you are the facilitator you have already
figured out this issue. By raising one of your own difficulties you pave the
way for participants to also personally engage in what might be challenging
for them.
Facilitate using the language of Ayeka
Where are you?” – regarding your own personal definition or relationship
with God.
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1. Ask people: What line or idea in this section resonates with you?

2. Ask people: How do you understand Moses’s cryptic one-word answer, 'Hineni'
(‘I am here’)?
In contrast to Adam’s response of hiding, Moses’s answer reflects his being
fully present in the moment with God. The response of “Hineni” does not
reflect having all of the answers or fully comprehending God’s ways. There is
always mystery. Yet “Hineni” conveys being open and aware to the spiritual
depth of the calling.
Interesting to note that in the Torah the word “Hinei” almost always conveys an
element of surprise. A certain shock and new comprehension. Perhaps “Hineni”
reflects this surprise of being able to be fully present in response to God’s call.
It is something that can never be planned or anticipated.

3. Ask people: How do the comments of the Netziv and the Sfat Emet aﬀect your
understanding of the burning bush?
Both of these commentators shatter common preconceptions about the
burning bush. When asked, most people draw the burning bush as a giant
conflagration. Something that no one could have missed.
These two commentators present a very different picture. The fire was only a
single point, easily missed as many people were walking by it. The word for
world in Hebrew is “olam” which is connected to the word “ne’elam” – hidden.
There is a hiddenness in this world that beseeches our looking beyond what
we clearly and directly see. Everything in the world exists because of the
divine light within it. We are being invited to seek this inner essence.
There is an Indian legend of a young Indian boy walking with a boy from the
city. In the midst of the crowded and noisy city the Indian boy stops and says
he hears a cricket. They look around and the Indian boy finds the cricket in a
flower pot on the street. The city boy exclaims – “You have an incredible sense
of hearing!” Thereupon the Indian boy takes a coin from his pocket and flips in
the air. When it jangles on the ground, everyone stops to look. He then says to
the city boy – “It all depends on what you are listening for.”

4. Ask people: How do you understand Heschel’s idea of “Long before we
attain any knowledge about God’s essence, we possess an intuition of a
divine presence”?
For Heschel, and many kabbalistic and hassidic masters before him, developing
a relationship with God was not an intellectual matter, dependent on attaining
knowledge. We access our spiritual lives through intuition, through intuiting
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that “something greater” is happening; "something greater" is present. This is
not a philosophical or logical endeavor. Our great questions are not answered.
Nevertheless, we begin our relationship with the Divine through experience,
not through analysis or investigation. Sometimes our analytic gifts can even
become obstacles in accessing the divine. Sometimes we can think too much.
Heschel is inviting us to respond in a primal and direct way to the mysterious
forces of life.

Sfat Emet, Rebbe Yehudah Leib Alter 1847-1905
The Sfat Emet, Rebbe Yehudah Leib Alter was the 2nd Rebbe of the Gerer
Chassidim and the grandson of the Chiddushei HaRim. He was orphaned at the age of one
and raised by his grandfather.
He was a child prodigy and studied without interruption for eighteen hours at a time.
When he was nineteen, his grandfather, the Chiddushei HaRim passed away and pressure
was exerted on Reb Yehudah Leib to assume the mantle of leadership of the Gerer
Chassidim. He felt unworthy however, and instead went to Alexander to study under
Rebbe Chanoch Henoch.
After only four years, Rebbe Chanoch Henoch passed away, and then Reb Yehudah Leib
was left with no choice but to comply with the wishes of the Chassidim to become the
leader of the Ger. Under his guidance and leadership Ger became the largest Chassidic
group in Poland. The Sfat Emet, named after his magnum opus, was a proponent of
expanding the Chassidic community in Israel, and greatly supported activities to that end.

Naftali Zvi Yehuda Berlin 1817-1893
Naftali Zvi Yehuda Berlin, also known as Reb Hirsch Leib Berlin, and commonly known by
the acronym Netziv. He was the Rosh Yeshiva of the famed Volozhin Yeshiva for almost
40 Years until it was closed by the Russian government in 1892. Founded by R. Chaim of
Volozhin, the Yeshivah flourished, increasing from 100 to 400 students.
As a young man the Netziv was undistinguished, but by virtue of his extraordinary
diligence grew to become one of the greatest scholars and leaders of his time. The Netziv
emphasized study of Chumash (Torah) and Nach (Bible) and gave a class on the weekly
portion every day after morning prayers. He was an early supporter of the Chovevei Tzion
(Zionistic) movement and strongly supported the resettling of Eretz Yisrael.
The Netziv’s works include his famed commentary on the Sheiltos of Rabbi Achai, his
Commentary on the Song of Songs and Meishiv Davar, a collection of his Responsa.
In 1892, the Volozhin yeshiva shut down. Russian authorities sought to introduce secular
studies into the yeshiva. The Netziv was willing to initially accept some secular studies.
However, the requirements became more and more onerous with the government
eventually stipulating that "All teachers of all subjects must have college diplomas, no
Judaic subjects may be taught between 9 AM and 3 PM, and no night classes are to be
allowed." Faced with these restrictions, the Netziv chose to close the Yeshiva.
He passed away less that two years after the closing. His two sons were Rabbi Chaim
Berlin and Rabbi Meir Bar-Ilan.
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STUDENT SESSION 2:
Exodus

Chapter 3

1: Moshe kept the flock of Yitro his father in law,
the priest of Midian, and he led the flock far
away into the desert, and came to the mountain
of God, to Horev.
2: And the angel of the Lord appeared to him in a
flame of fire out of the midst of a bush, and he
looked, and behold - the bush burned with fire,
but the bush was not consumed.
3: And Moses said: I will now turn aside, and see
this great sight, why the bush is not burnt.
4: And when the Lord saw that he turned aside to see,
God called to him out of the midst of the bush, and
said: Moshe, Moshe. And he said: I am here.

Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehudah Berlin (The Netziv),
Commentary on the Torah

APPEARED TO HIM: To him alone, because there were many people with him there,
but the flame of the bush was seen only by Moshe.

S'fat Emet, Commentary on the Torah
IN A FLAME OF FIRE: Not that the whole bush was burning, rather only a single flame
in the midst of the bush. An inner divine flame that was covered up by the rest of the
physical bush. but the flame of the bush was seen only by Moshe.

Abraham Joshua Heschel, Man is not alone, p.5, 67-68
The ineﬀable inhabits the magnificent and the common, the grandiose and the tiny facts
of reality alike. Some people sense this quality at distant intervals in extraordinary events;
others sense it in the ordinary events, in every fold, in every nook; day after day, hour
after hour. To them things are bereft of triteness. They hear the stillness that crowds the
world in spite of our noise. Slight and simple as things may be – a piece of paper, a morsel
of bread, a word, a sigh – they hide and guard a never-ending secret: A glimpse of God?
Kinship with the spirit of being?
The sense of the ineﬀable introduces the soul to the divine aspect of the universe, to
a reality higher than the universe. Long before we attain any knowledge about God’s
essence, we possess an intuition of a divine presence. The sense of the ineﬀable does
not give us an awareness of God. It only leads to a plane where no one can remain both
callous and calm, unstunned and unabashed.

1. What line or idea in these sources resonates with you?
2. How do you understand Moshe’s cryptic one-word answer, 'Hineni' (‘I am here’)?
3. How do the comments of the Netziv and the Sfat Emet aﬀect your understanding of
the burning bush?
4. How do you understand Heschel’s idea of “Long before we attain any knowledge
about God’s essence, we possess an intuition of a divine presence”?
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Imagine you are Moshe at the burning bush.
1. What is it like for you during the “hineni” experience?

2. What is it like for you several hours after the “hineni” experience?
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1. Have you ever had a “hineni” moment?
2. Have you ever had a moment in which you noticed the presence of God while others
did not?
3. What about your life would be diﬀerent if you had more moments of sensing the
presence of God? What do you think is holding you back from having more of them?
4. What do you think is one small step you could take to experience more “hineni”
moments?
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SESSION 3:
1. To understand that we can discover the presence of God within
ourselves.
2. To invite us to look for God’s voice speaking to us through our
intuition. To reflect on the question of 'how does our soul
communicate to us'?

1.
2.

1. Get Personal
People may assume that because you are the facilitator you have already
figured out this issue. By raising one of your own difficulties you pave the
way for participants to also personally engage in what might be challenging
for them.
Describe an experience in which you sensed a sign from within
your soul.
Mention that sometimes God is not hidden far away, but is hidden very
close by.

2. Facilitate using the language of Ayeka
Where are you – regarding listening to the voice of your soul?
Where are You, God, vis-à-vis my life?
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1. Ask people: What line or section of this source resonates with you?

2. Ask people: How do you understand Rav Kook's idea that 'the soul is always
praying'?
The soul is not passive. It is continually and actively conveying to us how to
live, make decisions, and behave according to our deepest true selves. It is
our inner teacher. Rav Kook will use different words to describe its method of
communication: praying, singing, invoking, flashing its truth like a spiritual
lightning bolt.
Examples of listening:
We begin the year by listening to the shofar – in order to know how to act,
we need to listen to our inner voice.
Abraham became the first Jew by listening to and following God’s voice.
We do not have to look outside for proofs of God or spirituality; we do not
have to compose theological treatises. The awareness of the Divine begins
within us, experientially.
Our intuitive clarity is the best example of a spiritual connection. In Rav
Kook’s language – “our spiritual lightning bolts”. Sometimes we think too
much and prevent ourselves from listening to our intuition.
* If people ask: “But what if my intuition instructs me to do something
immoral or absurd?” That is why people should also have friends,
mentors, and soul mates to help clarify this issue. But usually the
problem is in our being too reluctant to listen to our inner voice.
The soul uses an intuitive form of relating to us who we truly are and what
we should do. If we do not listen to this voice, we become estranged from
ourselves, which can lead to a feeling of sadness, and of 'toxic stones' around
our heart.

3. Ask people: How would you describe the feeling of 'toxic stones around
one's heart'?
This state is often a form of low-grade depression in which there is no specific
issue or problem, rather an overall feeling that something is missing. Friends
may oﬀer advice such as: exercise, go shopping, take a break, go on vacation,
take a pill. But these alternatives do not penetrate to the core of the problem.
According to Rav Kook, if we do not listen to the song of our soul, then our soul
sends us a message in the form of 'toxic stones' to wake us up to its presence.
Words often used to describe this state range from:
Blah
Unhappy
Low energy
Gloomy
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Melancholy
Despondent
Miserable
Depressed

4. Ask people: What do you think Rav Kook means by the expression: 'A person
returning to himself' (herself)?
Rav Kook believed that God implanted within each soul a unique quest and
calling in this world. One does not need to travel the world to discover the
goal of this quest. The secret of this unique mission is inside one’s being. The
soul is always conveying the clarity of this mission to its owner. A person must
believe in his/her unique worthiness of having been bestowed a unique task
in this world. Otherwise, one will never even begin the search to discover the
true meaning of his/her life.
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STUDENT SESSION 3:
Rav Kook

Introduction to Olat Ra’aya - Commentary on the Prayer Book
The perpetual prayer of the soul continually strives to emerge from its latent state
to become revealed and actualized, to permeate every fiber of life of the entire
universe. . . we learn that all of one's eﬀorts to learn Torah and her wisdom is in
order to generate the continual revealing of the concealed prayer of the soul.
Prayer is only as it should be when it arises from the awareness that the soul is
always praying. At the moment of actual prayer the perpetual prayer of the soul
is revealed in action. She then resembles a rose which opens her gentle petals
toward the dew or the rays of the sun that shine upon her.
When many days or years have passed without serious prayer, toxic stones gather
around one's heart, and one feels, because of them, a certain heaviness of spirit.

Lights of Holiness II, 334
Waves from the higher realm act upon our souls ceaselessly. The stirrings of our
inner spiritual senses are the result of the sounds released by the violin of our
souls, as it listens to the echo of the sound emanating from the Divine realm.

Lights of Holiness I, 165
Each time the heart feels a truly spiritual stirring, each time a new and noble
thought is born, we are listening, as it were, to the voice of an angel of God who
is knocking, pressing on the doors of our soul, asking that we open our door to
him that he might appear before us in his full majesty.

Lights of Returning 15:10
When one forgets the essence of his own soul, when one distracts his mind from
attending to the substantive content of his own inner life, everything becomes
confused and uncertain. The primary role of teshuva (returning), which at once
sheds light on the darkened zone, is for the person to return to himself, to the
root of his soul.

Lights of Torah 11b
The authentic and sincere person must believe in his life. That is to say, must
believe in the validity of his own personal life, and in his emotions which emerge
directly from the root of his soul – that they are good and pure and that they will
lead him in an honest way.

1. What line or idea from these sources resonates with you?
2. How do you understand Rav Kook’s idea that “the soul is always praying”?
3. How would you describe the feeling of “toxic stones around one’s heart”?
4. What do you think Rav Kook means by the expression: “a person returning
to himself/herself”?
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1. If your soul could talk to you – what would it say?

2. In your life, have you ever had a moment when you felt you were listening to
your soul? When was it? Describe that moment.

3. Did you ever have a moment, or period of time, when you did not listen to the
inner voice of your soul? How did you feel then?

4. What piece of advice would you give to yourself to enable you to better listen
to your inner voice?
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1. Share something from your writing.
2. In what realm of my life am I reluctant to listen to my inner voice?
What prevents me from listening?
3. What about my life would be diﬀerent if I were more open to listening to my
inner voice in that realm?
4. In whose presence do I best listen to my inner voice?
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SESSION 4:
1. To understand that we have the capability to express love to all
people, even those whose personalities may be diﬃcult for us.
2. To invite us to bring God into a diﬃcult relationship and imbue it
with compassion.

1.
2.

1. Get Personal
People may assume that because you are the facilitator you have already
figured out how to deeply care for all people. Share with them that you are
also on this journey and struggling with this issue. By raising one of your
own difficulties you pave the way for participants to also personally engage
in what might be challenging for them.
Remind people that we are not going to approach this subject theologically,
but personally.

2. Facilitate using the language of Ayeka
Ask people to think (or preferably take a moment to write) of a diﬃcult
person in their lives, someone that “pushes their buttons”.
Ask them how they feel about themselves when this person has frustrated
or angered them.
Most likely they will comment that they do not feel good about
themselves when this person has succeeded in angering them.
It is unlikely that we can change the other person, but it is within our
control to change how we respond to him or her.
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1. Ask people: Which line or idea from these writings resonates with you?

2. Ask people: What does: "You should love every person as yourself" mean to you?
Why do you think the same verse also speaks about taking revenge and holding
a grudge?"
We do not need to be commanded to love the people with whom we get
along well. We love them anyway.
We only need this commandment in situations in which we would not
naturally like or love the other person. In situations in which we might
ordinarily respond with revenge or holding a grudge. That is precisely
when we need to be commanded and it is the test case for checking how
loving a person we are.

3. Ask people: Rabbi Hirsch claims that "I am God" is given as the motive for this
demand. It is something which is expected from us toward all people in the
name of God. How do you understand his idea?
A person’s natural response might be, "But it's simply an impossible request,
to love my fellow person as myself, so why try?” R' Hirsch would claim that if
the Creator of our souls requires it of us, then it must be possible. Therefore I
must not only try, but also believe that I can succeed.

4. Ask people: Do you think there might be a positive reason or purpose why this
person came into your life?
There is a mystical approach in Judaism that would contend that this diﬃcult
person did not randomly enter my life. Rather, this person was brought into
my life to teach me something and to help me grow. How?
I may consider myself a loving and compassionate person, yet apparently it
is very diﬃcult for me to make room in my heart for this person. How can I
expand my loving and compassionate capacities? Only through tests like this
person is providing. This person has been sent to me from the heavens to
cause me to push and stretch my loving potential. Can I find a place in my
heart for this person? Can I find patience and compassion for this person also?
This mystical approach invites me to reframe this challenging experience and
look upon this person as providing me with a unique opportunity to grow into
a more loving and compassionate person. Nothing is by chance.
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Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808-1888)
Samson Raphael Hirsch, German rabbi and chief exponent of Neo-Orthodoxy.
Hirsch was born in Hamburg, Germany. He went to the public schools, where he
was strongly influenced by Schiller and Hegel, and received his Jewish education
at home. Hirsch decided to train for the rabbinate with the aim of demonstrating
that traditional Judaism and Western culture are compatible with each other. From
1823 to 1829 he studied under Rabbi Jacob Ettlinger, a distinguished German
Jewish Talmudist. He than entered the University of Bonn. At Bonn, he studied
classical languages, history and philosophy.
In 1830, Hirsch became rabbi of Oldenburg and in 1846, district rabbi of Moravia.
In 1851, disturbed by assimilationist tendencies of the Jewish community, Hirsch
was invited to be the rabbi of Frankfurt-on-Main. He erected Jewish schools and
mikvaot (ritual baths) and institutions for ritual slaughter.
Under the pseudonym of "Ben Uziel" he wrote Neunzehn Briefe uber Judenthum
(The Nineteen Letters of Ben Uziel), which was a brilliant defense of traditional
Judaism in German, something that had not existed before it was published
in 1836. In 1838, he published Chorev, a rationalist explanation of the 613
commandments. Samson Raphael Hirsch also published a commentary to the
Torah, which exemplified his exegetical approach.
Hirsch was both a modernist and a traditionalist. His community became known
as a model for communities strict in adherence to halakha, hence the term "neoOrthodoxy." In his work, The Nineteenth Letters of Ben Uziel, he remarked that it
would have been better for the Jews not to have been emancipated if the price to
pay was assimilation.
Hirsch's understanding of modern Judaism became known as "Torah im Derekh
Eretz," after the verse in Pirke Avot (2:2) that "Torah is good together with derekh
eretz." In the context of the Mishna, derekh eretz means an occupation but Hirsch
expanded its meaning to include full engagement with western culture, while
maintaining adherence to Jewish law. In this, he created the idea of the "IsraelMentsch," the enlightened religious personality. While he believed that style or
non-halakhic externalities could be changed, he believed that the essence of
Jewish law and belief could not change.
Hirsch speaks of the ideal Jew both as a believer in the divine authority of the
Torah as the mantle of eternal values as well as a cultured person belonging
to the modern world. He rejected the pilpul (hairsplitting dialectic) method of
Talmudic study, instead arguing that Torah study must reflect the view that the
Torah is the divine guide to achieving the ennoblement of the human spirit. He
argued that the Jews have a divinely ordained role to play in the world, which
requires both Jewish education and a role in the modern secular world.
Yet, despite Hirsch's passion for traditional Judaism, his congregations were
made up of a diverse cross-section of cultured society -- bankers, professors,
physicians, artists, scientists and others who were both comfortable in Western
society and observant in their own daily lives, thus proving that Torah and
secular society do not conflict.
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STUDENT SESSION 4:
Leviticus

19:18

You should not take revenge,
nor bear a grudge against any of your people.
You should love every person as yourself, I am God.

Rashi
You should love every person as yourself:
R’ Akiva said: this is a fundamental rule of the
Torah.

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch,
Commentary on Leviticus. 19:18
“You shall love (to) your fellow person as yourself” is the summarizing final axiom
for the whole of our social behavior, in feelings, word and deed. The noblest
fundamental feeling toward God and man is love . . . Now here it does not say:
“You shall love your fellow person as yourself”. That would entail the loving of
the person of our neighbor as we love ourselves, which is practically impossible
to carry out, especially since the demand is for such love to be given to all our
fellow people…
But what it does say here is – “You will love to your fellow person as yourself” and
this is not the person himself, but everything that pertains to the person, all the
conditions of his life, the wealth and aﬄiction which make up his position in the
world. To this … we are to give our love as if it were our own.
We are to rejoice in his good fortune and grieve over his misfortune as if it
were our own. We are to assist with everything that furthers his well-being and
happiness as if we were working for ourselves. We must keep trouble away from
him as assiduously as if it threatened ourselves. This is something which does
lie within the realm of our possibilities, and is something which is required of us
even toward someone whose personality may be highly distasteful to us.
For the demand of this love is something which lies quite outside the sphere of
the personality of our neighbor, and is not based on any of his qualities. “I am
God” is given as the motive for this demand.
It is something which is expected from us toward all people in the Name of God.
We direct our love toward the well-being of our neighbors, and love them for
being equally a creation of God.

1. Which line or idea from these sources resonates with you?
2. What does: “You should love every person as yourself” mean to you? Why do you
think the same verse also forbids taking revenge and holding a grudge?
3. Rabbi Hirsch claims that: "I am God" is given as the motive for this demand.
It is something which is expected from us toward all people in the Name of God.”
How do you understand his idea?
4. Do you think there might be a positive reason or purpose why this person came
into your life?
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Imagine seeing yourself amidst a very large crowd of people.
People you love, people you like, people you’d want to get to know better.
Imagine it as a scene in a movie, with beautiful music playing.
You look around. There is one person you’re not happy to see. Perhaps it is
someone with whom a friendship has gone sour. Perhaps it is a family member
who has irked you. Perhaps it is someone who has disappointed you.
You look at that person. You look into your heart. At first there is anger,
but slowly, deliberately, you decide to search within your heart for some
understanding for this person.
You’ll take the first step.
You have no idea how to better this relationship. You don’t know what to do.
Then, in a flash, you are able to see something about this person in a new light.
You find something, anything, no matter how small, to love about that person.
You tap into a deeper reservoir of love in yourself and you feel ready to become
more giving. You see yourself beginning to smile. The lines of tension are melting
away. You resolve to do something for this person. A small gesture to begin to
restore this relationship.
You know what you can do. You will find the will to do it.
Who was it? What will you do?
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1. How might the words ’I am God’ aﬀect your caring for a diﬃcult person in
your life?
2. Have you ever behaved in a loving way to someone whose personality was
“highly distasteful” to you? What was the eﬀect of your behavior on them?
How did you feel about yourself for doing this?
3. Who could benefit from your being more loving toward them? What could you
do for them? How would you feel about yourself if you could take this step?
4. Share something from the writing exercise.
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