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 Since the pandemic began Rabbi Devorah and I have been making the joke that every 

day we are reinventing Judaism.  Actually, it’s not a joke, so much as a reflection of what it has 

taken to keep our Jewish lives going in this time.  It is true that we are dealing with 

unprecedented circumstances that have forced us to adapt Jewish life in ways that were similar 

to what Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai had to do when the Temple was destroyed 2000 years ago.  

In his day, he had to invent Rabbinic Judaism, and transform a Temple and sacrifice based 

religion into the prayer, study, and synagogue-based religion we know and love today.  In 

thinking about radical transformations this morning, I want to begin by speaking about a time 

another religion reinvented itself.   

 The reinvention I am speaking of is the Second Vatican Council, a theological and 

liturgical revolution in the Catholic Church which began in 1962 and concluded in 1965.  The 

Catholic Church, perhaps the most liturgically conservative religious institution in the world, 

found itself out of sync with its parishioners in a rapidly modernizing world.  Vatican Two 

sought to address a wide variety of issues to fully bring the Church into the 20th century.  Its 

most significant accomplishment was Nostra Aetate, a declaration that the Church must build 

positive relationships with representatives of other religions and must recognize the work of 

God done in all faiths.  Most importantly, Nostra Aetate established that the Church no longer 

subscribes to the position that the Jewish people are responsible for the death of Jesus, which 

paved the way for massive improvements in relations between Christians and Jews around the 

world. 



 One change that Vatican Two effected was that the church for the first time sanctioned 

the use of the vernacular in church services.  Before that, Catholic mass had to be conducted in 

the traditional Latin, a dead language that none of its parishioners actually spoke or 

understood.  In the 60s, it was becoming clear that the language barrier between church 

officials and their laity was a significant barrier for people to fully comprehend and immerse in 

their prayer services.  The change in language had the effect of making the Catholic mass more 

welcoming, more accessible, and ultimately a more fulfilling experience for its laity.  At this 

point, over fifty years later, it is hard for Catholics to imagine how it was before and even 

harder for them to imagine going back to the Latin mass. 

 As I think about the ways that the Catholic Church reinvented itself in the 60s to adapt 

to the modern culture, I am struck by the ways we Jews have similarly brought ourselves into 

modernity.  We have even named our very movement Reform, suggesting that adaptation and 

renewal is our core principal, and yet we have stubbornly remained so traditional in other ways.  

Perhaps the most glaring example of this is our continued use of Hebrew.  The vast majority of 

the prayers we recite are done in Hebrew written over a millennium ago.  In a few minutes, we 

are going to be doing our Torah reading, the climax of our whole service, in the original Biblical 

Hebrew.  In fact, as the Catholics moved away from traditional Latin, we Reform Jews have 

moved in the opposite direction—adding more and more Hebrew into our service since the 60s 

and 70s.  Our religious school spends a tremendous amount of time and effort to teach our 

children how to decode and read Hebrew, a task made all the more daunting by the language’s 

strange alphabet and pointed vowel system.  It isn’t easy to learn Hebrew, and for newcomers 

to our community, the Hebrew in our services can prove to be a high barrier to entry. 



 So this morning, the first day of the new year, I want us to ponder a very basic question, 

why do we hold onto Hebrew?  Why do we think it is so important to learn, read, and pray in 

Hebrew, when, in all honesty, so few of us can fully understand it?  Certainly other religions 

have abandoned the use of traditional languages, so why are we so stubborn and persistent for 

Hebrew? 

 Perhaps the most obvious answer to this question rests on the issue of peoplehood.  Let 

me illustrate this with a story often told by my good friend Rabbi Zach Shapiro.  Zach was on a 

trip abroad in Paris in his younger years and he was visiting the Notre Dame cathedral.  Now, 

right next to Notre Dame is a little-known memorial to the victims of the Holocaust who were 

deported to their death from Vichy France.  Zach wandered over to the memorial to pay tribute 

and he found one other person standing there.  The other person, an older man, was overjoyed 

to see Zach at the memorial, because he knew he had found another member of the tribe.  

Problem was that there was a language barrier.  The man tried speaking in French, but Zach 

didn’t know how to speak French.  Zach tried Spanish, but the man didn’t know how to speak 

Spanish.  The man tried one more time in Russian, but Zach didn’t know how to speak Russian.  

Finally, the man simply said “Shalom.”  Zach knew how to speak “shalom.” 

 It’s a small moment, but I think one of profound significance.  These two men came 

from different countries, different cultures, different generations.  But that one Hebrew word, 

“Shalom,” united them.  It bonded them together.  It demonstrated to the two of them that 

they came from a common peoplehood, that despite their differences, they shared so much 

that they could have that moment of recognition and tenderness. 



 As we recite our prayers in Hebrew in this synagogue, we bind ourselves to the Jewish 

people.  We bind ourselves to people across the world who come from different countries, who 

speak different languages.  And yet, the words we recite in our mother tongue are the same 

words that they recite.  The same words that our people has been reciting for thousands of 

years.  Hebrew, in essence, binds us to our people and to the generations that came before us. 

 But beyond the connection to peoplehood, there are so many reasons why we Jews 

hold steadfastly to the Hebrew language.  Languages, in the abstract, are so much more than 

simply a method of communication.  Languages create entire worlds of meaning out of 

metaphor, history, and syntax.  In many ways, languages impart on their speakers a distinct 

worldview.  Today, I want to explore three facets of Hebrew that constitute so much of our 

worldview as Jews. 

 Number one:  Hebrew teaches us that the world we live in is one of connection and 

resonance.  Consider the fact that Hebrew operates from a verbal root system.  Most nouns 

and verbs in Hebrew are derived from a three-letter root, which conveys its basic meaning.  For 

example, the root samech-fey-resh is the root for the word sepher, or “book.”  It is also the root 

for sippur, or “story.”  Parsed a different way and you get l’sapper, or “to tell,” as in tell a story.  

Yet another word that comes from this root is siphriya, or “library.”  All these words—book, 

story, and library—come from the same basic DNA in Hebrew, the same root letters, and we 

can see how they are related to each other by a singular theme.  It is almost as though the 

Hebrew language works like a kaleidoscope—you derive the word from the root one way, shift 

it a little and you are able to get a whole new word with a different meaning but still connected 



to the overall theme.  This is how Hebrew helps us see connection and resonances between 

words that might have been totally different in the English. 

 Oftentimes, the connections that the root system creates can be illuminating and help 

us reach a deeper level of understanding.  For example, at the Torah School we ask our kids to 

bring in tzedakah.  We often think of tzedakah in the sense of the English word for “charity.”  

We teach our kids to bring tzedakah so they might help those in need and cultivate a habit of 

being charitable.  But the interesting thing is that if you look at the root of the word tzedakah—

tzadi, dalet, kuf—the word is intimately connected to the Hebrew word tzedek, meaning 

“justice.”  In other words, tzedakah is not about performing an act of charity, it is really about 

justice.  Giving to the poor or those in need is not a kind and charitable thing to do, it is actually 

something that we expected to do because we are commanded to pursue justice—to perform 

an act of repairing the world by helping to rectify a little bit of the brokenness in the universe.  

By looking at the Hebrew root, we have totally transformed the meaning of the word tzedakah 

and in doing so, clarified for ourselves the true nature of our mission as Jews in the world. 

 Sometimes the connections we find in Hebrew words are both poetic and paradoxical.  

A recent political party in the Israeli k’nesset led by the late Ariel Sharon went by the name 

Kadima.  The word Kadima means progress or forward.  For instance, a leader of a troupe might 

say “Kadima” to get her followers to march forward with her.  But interestingly, the root letters 

of Kadima—kuf, dalet, mem—are the same root letters of the word kedem, or before.  This 

word features prominently in a familiar verse from the book of Lamentations, hashiveinu 

Adonai elecha v’nashuvah, chadesh yameinu kekedem.  “Return us to You, O God, that we 

might return, renew our days as they were before.”  In other words, as the Israeli poet Amos Oz 



writes on the connection between Kadima and kedem:  the Jew looks forward to the future at 

the same moment that he looks to the past.  A beautiful and accurate portrayal of our people. 

 So you see, the world that Hebrew constructs is a world of meaning and connection.  

The root system is a system that forces us to consider the resonances between words that we 

might not have considered before.  How is shalom, “peace,” connected to shalem, 

“wholeness?”  How might have the word matzpun or “conscience” derived from tzafon or 

“north?”  What’s the connection between savlanut “patience” and sevel “suffering?”  Actually, 

that one is pretty easy to see.  But what this leaves us with is a language of associations.  A 

language of playfulness.  A language whose very words are poetry. 

 Lesson number 2:  Hebrew is a language that where the old can be made new again and 

the new can be tied back to the sacred.  This is an essential quality of any language, but 

particularly so for Hebrew.  The oldest texts of the Bible were written over 3000 years ago in a 

world that is quite foreign to our own.  This poses a challenge for a language whose roots are in 

the Bible, as many of the things we deal with on a regular basis—toasters, computers, 

refrigerators, cars, airplanes, iPhones—were completely unknown to our ancestors who 

originated the language.  For the modern Hebrew speaker this raises an essential question—

how do we keep the language authentic while allowing the flexibility to create new words to 

accommodate modern innovations? 

 Consider the word chashmal, the modern Hebrew word for “electricity.”  The word 

chashmal actually originates in the Bible, as it appears exactly one time in the book of Ezekiel.  

Ezekiel begins with the prophet having a spectacular vision of God riding a chariot of fire into 

the sky.  It’s a rather terrifying vision filled with so many preposterous details—four faced 



angels, wheels with eyes—that it is impossible to actually depict.  It may have been that Ezekiel 

was in an altered state of consciousness when he had this hallucinogenic vision.  In any event 

chapter 1 verse 4 of the book reads “The hand of Adonai came upon me, and I looked, and lo, a 

sweeping wind came from the north—a huge cloud and flashing fire, surrounded by a radiance, 

and in the center of it, the center of the fire, a gleam of sparks.”  The word chashmal refers to 

the sparks of fire in the sky.  So you see that the inventors of modern Hebrew were able to keep 

the language authentic by repurposing a rare and mysterious Biblical word that had a meaning 

thematically similar to electricity, sparks.  This is not only an ingenious method for creating 

language, but it underscores the poetry and resonance of the Hebrew language.  For even as 

the word chashmal describes the modern concept of electricity, it connects the speaker to 

Ezekiel’s “sparks.”  A mundane feature of our modern world all of the sudden has a connection 

to the world of the Bible.  Everyday language, in essence is imbued with sparks of our most 

sacred traditions.  It makes the Bible and our ancient heritage come alive in very tangible, even 

if subconscious ways.  For instance, when you have come to the end of a meal at a restaurant, 

you ask the waiter for your cheshbon, or bill.  In this holiday season, we use the word cheshbon 

in a different way—the cheshbon hanefesh—the accounting we do of our soul.  Now, it is easy 

to see the connection between these two concepts—just as the restaurant tab is an accounting 

of what we owe, so too is the cheshbon hanefesh an accounting of the ways that we need to 

make teshuvah or otherwise work through emotional baggage.  But I think in many ways, these 

connections between the old and the new, the mundane and the sacred are almost magical in 

the way that they make Judaism a living and breathing culture that is both deeply connected to 

its past and profoundly modern.     



 Lesson number 3:  this history of Hebrew as a language teaches us of our resilience and 

our ability to renew ourselves, even from the brink of destruction.  Before the 19th century, 

Hebrew was a dead language.  It had not been the mother tongue for the Jewish people for 

over 2000 years, as the Jews began to speak Aramaic, Arabic, and eventually the vernacular of 

whatever country they lived in.  Jewish dialects like Yiddish and Ladino did incorporate aspects 

of Hebrew into their vernacular language, but Hebrew in and of itself survived only in the 

Siddur and Biblical texts. 

 All this changed in the late 19th century by a man named Eliezer Ben-Yehuda.  Ben-

Yehuda grew up in Belarus, received a traditional Jewish education, and studied at the 

Sorbonne.  He moved to then-Palestine in 1881, and because there was a massive influx of Jews 

to the Promised Land at the time, he determined that it was necessary to figure out a common 

language for the fledgling Jewish community.  The obvious choice at the time might have been 

Yiddish, the language spoken by the largest number of Jews in the world, but Ben-Yehuda 

decided that the only way to unite Jews of the entire world—Ashkenazi, Sephardic, Mizrahi—

was with Hebrew.  So Eliezer Ben-Yehuda embarked on a journey to create the first Modern 

Hebrew Dictionary.  He faced two major hurdles in creating this new language.  The first is that 

Biblical Hebrew has as much resemblance to Modern Hebrew as Shakespearian English has to 

contemporary English.  He had to clean up and simplify the complex and confusing grammar 

found in the Bible.  The second problem he faced, which was a much bigger issue, was that 

Biblical Hebrew simply does not have enough words to make up a language.  There are 8679 

distinct words in the Hebrew Bible, but native speakers of a language typically need between 

15,000 and 20,000 words to get by.  To make up for the word deficit, Eliezer ben Yehuda 



imported words from other languages Jews have encountered in their history and Hebraized 

them.  He began with Aramaic and Arabic but eventually took words from French, German, and 

English.  You can see the marks of other languages and cultures in Hebrew with words like 

ya’alah, shawarma, otobus, and informatzia.  Though Hebrew has imported more words from 

other languages than perhaps any other language in the world, it maintains its integrity by 

shaping imported words into the grammar and sound of Hebrew, so that the importation 

becomes seamless. 

 Ben-Yehudah completed his dictionary and founded the Academy of the Hebrew 

Language, an organization that still exists today.  He wrote Hebrew newspapers that spread 

amongst the Jewish communities in Palestine, and by the time the Jewish state was established 

in 1948, Hebrew had taken root so solidly that it became the official language of the Jewish 

state.   

 The story of the revival of the Hebrew language reflects the story of the Jewish people.  

A people dispossessed of their land for 2000 years, subjected to the whims and vulnerability of 

exile, and pushed to the brink of destruction by Crusade, Pogrom and Holocaust.  And yet a 

people who came back from the abyss to return to their homeland, revive their culture, and 

stubbornly hold onto their identity against all the odds.  In a word, the story of the Hebrew 

language, a language that was brought back from obscurity to become the living, breathing 

language of the Jewish people, is the story of our people.  It is a story of resilience.  A story of 

perseverance.  A story of miraculous survival. 

 I want to close today with a song that I think encapsulates what I find so meaningful 

about the Hebrew language.  In 2018, the Israeli choral group Kululam gathered a group of 600 



Holocaust survivors and their children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren for a project on 

Yom HaShoah, Holocaust Remembrance Day.  The song they sang was Chai, a song by Ofra Haza 

that came in second place in Eurovision in 1983.  It goes like this. 

Shimu echai, ani od chai, u’shtei einai od nisa’ot la’or 

Rabim chochai, ach gam p’rachai, u’lifanai shanim rabot misfor. 

Listen, my brothers, I’m still alive, and both my eyes still gaze upon the light 

I’ve suffered thorns, and yet borne flowers, and before me are years too numerous to count. 

Over mizmor midor l’dor k’ma’ayan meaz v’ad olam 

A Psalm passes from generation to generation like a spring from long ago and on to eternity 

Ani sho’el u’mitpalel 

Tov shelo avda hatikva 

I ask, and I pray 

How good it is that hope has not been lost. 

Chai chai chai, am Yisrael chai 

I’m alive, alive, alive, the Jewish people is alive. 

Zeh hashir shesaba shar etmol le’aba v’hayom ani. 

This is the song that my grandpa sang yesterday to my father, and today I sing it. 

 As those Holocaust survivors and the generations that came after them sang this song, I 

saw that this is the essence of the power of Hebrew.  The language is a song and a testament 

that yes, we the Jewish people are alive.  We’ve experienced the thorns of history, but we have 

never lost our hope.  We are so alive, and by continuing to speak this glorious language, we 

connect ourselves to that spring that began long ago and will continue on into eternity.  Zeh 



hashir shesaba shar etmol l’aba v’hayom ani.  This is the song that my grandpa sang yesterday 

to my father, and today I sing it. 

 


