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Modim Anachnu Lach—We Offer Thanks to You

Though our machzor includes a special collection of 
prayers reserved just for our Days of Awe, it is sewn 
together by the familiar liturgical staples of our everyday 
prayer books, including our Modim prayer for gratitude. 
Even—or perhaps especially—when we are participating 
in services intended for repentance and deep reflection, 
we may notice with greater lucidity all of the blessings 
and gifts in our lives. We acknowledge with special 
thanks the rare allowance of full days set aside for such 
meaningful contemplation and precious time with family 
and community.

Cantor Emma Lutz
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No matter your stage of life, the late 
days of summer bring with them certain 
feelings and rhythms. There is the sense 
of ending: the carefree summer days 
come to a close. But there is also a sense 
of new beginnings: we all remember the 
excitement of the first day of school. The 
month of Elul offers that same paradox 
and opportunity. It is meant to be a month 
of reflection and preparation prior to the 
High Holy Days, a month of thinking about 
the changes we want to make when the 
new year begins.

In celebration of the new Stephen Wise 
Temple machzor, your clergy and educators 

have chosen to reflect on the words of 
prayers that speak most deeply to us—the 
ones that challenge us and move us to 
become our best selves. On these pages, 
you will find our writing as well as texts 
and readings from the new machzor itself. 
We hope that these words will inspire you 
to begin 5780 as your fullest self.

Chodesh Tov—may it be a month of 
meaning-making.

L’Shalom, 
Rabbi Sari Laufer 
Director of Congregational Engagement
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Modim Anachnu Lach—We Offer Thanks to You

I spend a lot of time thinking, planning and strategizing 
ways the youngest of children in our community can 
connect to our holidays, and not just through stories, food 
and song. While those are certainly valuable in painting 
the tapestry of their early Jewish holiday experiences, I 
know the children are capable of understanding so much 
more, for I have observed them connecting through the 
values that are so very important to us as a People. Nad 
of course, they do this every day, not just on our holidays.

My own relationship with the High Holy Day liturgy was 
challenging at best for most of my early memories, and 
through my adolescence. I always felt a looming presence 
– and, as a child, I thought that if I didn’t pray hard 
enough or do well enough, that it would truly threaten my 
very existence into the next year. And so I came to dread 
some of our holiest days of the year, simply based on all 
the ways the liturgy DIDN’T speak to me.

I DID, however, learn how to reconcile those feelings, as I 
focused on how I could approach the Yamim Noraim with 
joy, excitement, and thanks for the opportunity to renew. I 
have learned to find the spaces and prayers that allow me 
to connect with the tremendousness of the holidays and 
the range of emotions and connection. It’s no surprise to 
me that the way I connect best is not by separating the 
holiday liturgy from the everyday, but by focusing on the 
every day blessings to guide me. I work to come to the 
holidays from a place of deep gratitude, for the blessings 
and the challenges that have brought me to this moment 
in time, as I thank God for strength, safety, kindness  
and compassion.

Jennifer Shankman 
Director of  

Early Childhood
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Rabbi David Woznica

The Shema

Every time we recite the Shema we offer the ultimate 
declaration of Jewish faith. The words of the Shema are 
some of the first Hebrew words we memorize as children.  
They are also the words we recite as we near the end of 
life. For many, reciting the Shema evokes an emotional 
tie with our Creator. These words reflect our love and our 
supreme commitment to our one true God.
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Intro to Uv’chen 
“And then, grant honor to your people...” 

We forget, perhaps, that someone wrote this, hundreds 
of years ago. Perhaps they sat in the darkest recesses 
of Europe, perhaps in a sweltering alleyway in Aleppo, 
perhaps following a pogrom, a crusade, a massacre that 
so marks much of Jewish history and they wrote: “grant 
honor.” “Grant joy…grant confident speech…grant light 
...and then the righteous will rejoice the upright jubilant.”  
What astounding words of optimism and hope, of faith in 
the future, of trust that ultimately despair will give way to 
exuberance.  Our setting at Wise, by Michael Isaacson, 
to these very words is surely a highpoint of our High Holy 
Day music.  We tap our feet, bob our heads, sense the 
beauty of the piece and the way the music masterfully fills 
us with anticipation as it builds towards joy. To hear these 
words, to be lifted up by the music is to affirm the age-old 
Jewish hope that life matters, that living has purpose, and 
that our very existence gives us cause for hope.

Rabbi Ron Stern
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Avinu Malkeinu 

The last verse of Avinu Malkeinu reminds us that, in 
the end, so much of life is about God’s grace - those 
things that come our way as gifts. Often it’s not because 
we’ve earned them or because we deserve them. We 
are blessed with so much simply because of God’s 
compassion, God’s chessed. 

Rabbi Yoshi Zweiback
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Hin’ni is a supplication composed by a cantor in the 
Middle Ages. The prayer, in which the shaliach tzibur 
(prayer leader) walks amidst the congregation from 
the last row of the sanctuary to the bimah, reflects the 
heavy responsibility upon this individual to represent 
the congregation before God. The shaliach tzibur, 
surrounded by the community, has been trained for this 
holy and awesome purpose. The Hin’ni prayer shares a 
spirit of sincerity, piety, and an awe of the Holy One on 
these days that demand our deepest self-reflection as 
individuals and as a community.

Cantor Nathan Lam

ַעׂש, ְוִנְרַעׁש/ ִהְנִני ֶהָעִני ִמַמֽ
ֶדת  ֶׁשת, ְוִנְפַחד/ְוִנְפֶחֽ  ְוִנְרֶעֽ

ַחד יֹוֵׁשב ְתִהּלֹות ִיְׂשָרֵאל.  ִמַפֽ
אִתי ַלֲעמֹד ּוְלַחֵנן ְלָפֶנֽיָך ַעל  ָבֽ

 ַעְמָך ִיְׂשָרֵאל ֲאֶׁשר ְׁשָלֽחּוִני, ְוַאף 
ַעל ִפי ֶׁשֵאיִני ְכַדאי/ְכָדִאית 
ְוָהגּון/ְוֲהגּוָנה ְלַכְך. ַעל ֵכן 

ֲאַבֶקְׁשָך, ֱאֹלֵהי ַאְבָרָהם, ֱאֹלֵהי 
ִיְצָחק, ֵואֹלֵהי ַיֲעֹקב, ֱאֹלֵהי 

ָשָֹרה, ֱאֹלֵהי ִרְבָקה, ֱאֹלֵהי ָרֵחל 
 ֵואֹלֵהי ֵלָאה, ְיָי, ְיָי ֵאל 

 ַרחּום ְוַחנּון, ֱאֹלִהים, ַׁשַדי 
יַח  ָאיֹם ְונֹוָרא: ֱהֵיה ָנא ַמְצִלֽ

ֶכת  ַדְרִכי ֲאֶׁשר ָאֹנִכי הֹוֵלְך/הֹוֶלֽ
 ַלֲעמֹד ְלַבֵקׁש ַרֲחִמים ָעַלי 

ְוַעל ׁשֹוְלָחי.

Here I stand, impoverished in merit, 
trembling in Your presence, pleading 
on behalf of Your People Israel even 
though I am unfit and unworthy for 
the task. Therefore, gracious and 
compassionate God, awesome God 
of Abraham, Isaac, and of Jacob, 
wondrous God of Sarah, Rebecca, 
Rachel, and Leah, I plead for help 
as I seek mercy for myself and for 
those whom I represent. Charge 
others not with my sins. May they 
not be shamed for my deeds, and 
may their deeds cause me no shame. 
Accept my prayer as the prayer of 
one uniquely worthy and qualified 
for this task. Remove all obstacles 
and adversaries. Draw Your veil of 
love over all our faults. Transform our 
afflictions to joy and gladness, life and 
peace. May we always love truth and 
peace, and may no obstacles confront 
my prayer.
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Unetaneh Tokef

Each day is a scroll. Write on it what you wish to be 
remembered. These words, which I encountered each 
High Holy Day season in the front of my machzor growing 
up, always come to mind as the Unetaneh Tokef begins. 
Facing a God who, according to the theology of the prayer, 
sees and knows all, we are confronted with the knowledge 
that our deeds—for good and for bad—leave lasting 
imprints. But, embedded within the challenging words 
and images, even with God presented as judge, counselor, 
witness, and plaintiff—our texts are clear that we are 
actors in our own story. When God opens the Book of 
Memories, it is not God’s writing, not some supernatural 
force, but our own hand which signs in, marking our 
choices and the imprint we leave in the world.

1. What moments from this year are written in your scroll?

2. What are you hoping to write in the year ahead?

Rabbi Sari Laufer

ELUL GUIDE 5779
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Unetaneh Tokef

On Rosh Hashanah it is written and on Yom Kippur it is 
sealed:  Who will live and who will die.

We cannot know if God decides our fate during the days 
beginning with Rosh Hashana and concluding with Yom 
Kippur. I believe these words are in the prayer book so that 
we understand that our future is in the balance and that 
during these days we should do good deeds and pray with 
fervor to be sealed in the book of life for the coming year.  
Life is not forever. Time is precious.  And life is not fully in 
our hands. Those realizations are the gift of this prayer.

Unetaneh Tokef

On Rosh Hashanah it is written and on Yom Kippur it is 
sealed:  Who will live and who will die.

Like any passage that questions humanity’s free will, 
the unetaneh tokef prayer has received ample and often 
well-deserved criticism from today’s minds, both religious 
and secular. However, the prayer serves an invaluable 
purpose, especially in an era when revolutionary 
technology empowers our freedom of choice and 
expression like never before. In the age of free will, the 
unetaneh tokef reminds us that our powers have limits 
and that the most important things in our lives lie firmly 
beyond our control.

Rabbi David Woznica

Rabbi Josh Knobel
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1. Over what elements of my life do I continue to seek control?

2. Over what must I relinquish the illusion of control to find serenity in 
the coming year?
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T’shuva, Tephilah, and Tzedakah Maverin at  
Roah HaGezerah (end of Unetaneh Tokef)

With these words we end what is, for many of us, one of 
the most disturbing poems in our High Holy Day liturgy. 
Unetaneh Tokef declares that God determines how we 
shall die and how we live—a fatalistic interpretation of 
the human condition that has likely created more atheists 
than any single prayer.  And yet...and yet...if prayer is 
poetry and not dogma then perhaps it rings more true 
when it becomes a reflection on how we live our lives.  It 
has been said that a long life may not be good enough 
but a good life is often long enough. Even as Unetaneh 
Tokef acknowledges the essential inevitability of death, 
its poetry affirms that a life of purpose (≈tzedakah), 
wholeness (≈tephilah), and meaningful relationships 
(≈t’shuvah) can be the spiritual strength that allows us to 
meet life’s pain with a certain fortitude and perspective 
that can change our experience. We often cannot change 
what is but we can change who we are—and that is what 
makes all the difference. 

Rabbi Ron Stern
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1. What are the new commitments to living a life of purpose do you 
want to make in the year to come?

2. What experiences have been changed for you by your choices to live 
a life of purpose?

ELUL GUIDE 5779
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Kol Nidrei

Every year at the High Holy Days we open the machzor, 
hear the familiar tunes, read the familiar prayers, and 
feel the sense of our broader Jewish community and our 
immediate Stephen Wise Temple community. There are 
many moving opportunities in our liturgy to connect, one 
of the strongest being the night of Yom Kippur when we 
begin with the Kol Nidrei prayer. When the Torah scrolls 
are carried in and the cantor begins to chant the words 
“Kol Nidrei” there is a sense of the awe of this moment in 
time. As I hear the first notes I think of the many times 
I have heard this in the past, whether standing by my 
parents as a child or standing as a parent with my own 
family. I think about the year that just passed—what did 
I accomplish? What am I especially proud of? What do I 
wish I would have done differently? And ten days into the 
new year I think of what lies ahead—what am I  hoping 
for this year on a personal level?  What am I hoping for 
on a professional level? What vows have I been able to 
truly keep, and what vows will I not make again? As I am 
listening to this year’s Kol Nidrei am I embodying my best 
self, my best values? As I close my eyes and breathe in, 
how will this Kol Nidrei be meaningful to me?

Tami Weiser, 
Head of School
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Jonah and the Whale

Few chapters in our machzor bring the simultaneous sense 
of elation and puzzlement as the Book of Jonah, which 
we read on Yom Kippur afternoon. The principal conflict, 
created when Jonah flees God’s command to visit Nineveh, 
appears resolved when the people of Nineveh repent. 
However, all is not finished, as Jonah sits outside the city 
to await its destruction and begins to grieve over the loss 
of a gourd that provided him with shade. The text then 
drives home an enduring lesson: So preoccupied do we 
often become with our lives that we show more concern 
for trivial matters than for the fate of an entire civilization. 
In a single short anecdote, the text clearly underscores 
the absurdity of our tendency toward egocentrism and 
tribalism. All people are creations of the living God, and all 
people deserve our empathy and compassion.

Rabbi Josh Knobel
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1. When do I privilege 
inconsequential matters 
over the pressing needs  
of others?

2. How might I serve as an 
agent of God’s mercy to  
all peoples?

ELUL GUIDE 5779
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Vidui—Confessional Prayers 

In the Vidui section of our Yom Kippur liturgy, we confess 
our sins in the plural. While not all of the sins we admit 
to out loud together are ones we have committed as 
individuals, we assume responsibility for the collective 
guilt of our people. In the communal confession, we have 
the opportunity to grow in our relationships as individuals 
from the shared experience of confessing. I find the Vidui 
particularly meaningful because it characterizes how as 
a Jewish community we support one another, and are 
responsible for each other. It is easy to let the voices of 
those around us carry the weight of a sin that we have 
independently been unable to atone for. Listening for my 
own voice as I pray with so many others is an intention I 
carry with me during the Days of Awe.

Sara Anderson, 
Cantorial Intern
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Tavo L’fanecha

When my almost 3 year old knows she has done 
something wrong—she gets the contrite look. You know 
the one. Eyes downward, lips pouted out. Sometimes even 
a tremble. It is real (and really cute), but also artifice, and I 
often wonder where she learned it.

In the moments before the Vidui, the confessional prayers 
of the Yom Kippur service, we come before the Divine 
contrite. “We are arrogant and stubborn, claiming to be 
blameless and free of sin.” Eyes downward, we stand 
in contemplation and preparation. “In truth, we have 
stumbled and strayed, we have done wrong.” It is hard to 
acknowledge to ourselves, sometimes. It is harder to say 
out loud. It’s okay if we are trembling a bit.

Rabbi Sari Laufer
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1. How do I see my wrongdoings through the lens of my community?

2. What are ways that I can help my community atone for  
global wrongdoings?

ELUL GUIDE 5779
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1. For what am I truly contrite?

2. How might I change 
my posture—literally or 
metaphorically—in preparation 
to do teshuvah?

On Psalm 16:

Tehilim, Psalms, is where we often turn when our emotions 
have left us speechless. During our Yizkor service, I often 
find myself meditating on the verbs of psalm 16. To level, 
to rejoice, to tremble, to dwell, to leave behind, to give, to 
see, to know. As we recall those we have lost, the words 
of Psalm 16 address all of the emotions we feel as we 
remember them each year on Yom Kippur.

Sara Anderson, 
Cantorial Intern
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P’tach Lanu Sha’ar-Open the Gates for Us

The service of Ne’ilah is my favorite ritual moment of the 
year. The physical hunger of fasting has (mostly!) worn 
off and there is a shared spiritual energy in the room that 
is unnamable yet palpable. We keep our own “gates”—
the doors of our holy ark—open throughout this entire 
final service, symbolizing our shared longing that the 
Gates of Heaven will remain open to our prayers into the 
final moments of the hour and, indeed, throughout the 
year to come. We hope that the prayers of these Days of 
Awe have opened the gates of our own hearts, leaving us 
inspired for a sweet and significant year to come.

Cantor Emma Lutz
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Where have you been “closed” (uncertain, disconnected, uneasy) in 
your life this past year and how might you work to open yourself to 
the experiences offered in the year ahead?

R Elul 29

Eil Nora Alila

The rhyming structure, the exquisite Hebrew, and the 
beautiful melodies to which this poem has been set 
combine to make it one of the Jewish People’s most 
beloved prayers for the Days of Awe. I love that it is sung 
just once a year. As Ne’ilah begins, we hear the melody 
and anticipate with hope God’s forgiveness.

Rabbi Yoshi Zweiback

– 23 –

ELUL GUIDE 5779



15500 Stephen S. Wise Drive  
Los Angeles, CA 90077  

WiseLA.org


