
RABBI •2 •RABBI
A selection of conversations between 

Rabbi Lisa J. Grushcow and Rabbi N. Daniel Korobkin

From Rosh Hashanah 5775 to Rosh Hashanah 5776
one year of reflection on Jewish identity and values.

These texts appeared in the Canadian Jewish News 
from    Sept. 4, 2014 to Aug. 20, 2015.



















                   SWEN HSIWEJ NAIDANAC EHT
JULY 23, 2015

RABBI •2 •RABBI

Finding inspiration in the great outdoors
From King Solomon to the talmudic sages, Jews have a long history of retreating into 
nature in search of spirituality. But how do we transfer that awe back to the synagogue?

Rabbi Grushcow: A boy went into the woods. His fath-
er, following after, asked him what he was doing. 

“I’m going into the woods to pray,” his son replied. 
“But you don’t need to go into the woods for that,” 

his father said. “Don’t you know that God is the same 
everywhere?” 

“Yes,” said the boy, “but I’m not.”   
I’m writing from Camp George, the Union for Reform 

Judaism’s summer camp in Parry Sound, Ont. Ever since 
coming back to Canada from Israel, I’ve spent time on 
the faculty at camp. I love being with all the kids and 
being part of experiential Judaism, outside the walls of 
the synagogue, and I really value time with colleagues. 
As the above story suggests, it’s good for my spirituality.

I’m curious whether there are places outside the 
synagogue that are like this for you. And as our minds 
turn to preparing for the High Holy Days and long hours 
in shul, I wonder if you have ideas for how to bring the 
outside in.

Rabbi Korobkin: Jews have been retreating to the out -
doors and nature for centuries to �nd inspiration. 

King Solomon wrote extensively in Proverbs about 
observing wildlife and learning life’s lessons from even 
the smallest of insects. The talmudic sages remarked 
that so many of our biblical �gures were shepherds, 
since working outdoors gives a person the opportunity 
to contemplate the wonders of God’s world.

In the 18th century, Rabbi Nachman of Breslov, 
inspired by Isaac, taught about the importance of 
“hitbodedut ,” meditating alone in the forest in order 
to reach a higher level of spirituality. The Talmud also 
teaches about the importance of a synagogue having 
windows, so that a person may “look out and see the 
sky, and thereby be humbled in his heart.” The very blue 
colour of our tzitzit is meant to remind us of both the 
seas and the sky, so that we may ponder God’s seat of 

rulership that is above it all.   
In the past, when I was looking for inspiration for a 

High Holy Days sermon, I’d go to a nearby park where 
there was a running brook. Sometimes, just listening to 
the water would inspire me to collect my thoughts. 

Looking out at the ocean, gazing up at the stars, 
looking out over the snow-capped mountains – all these 
remind us of our smallness amidst the vastness of this 
beautiful and complex world. 

Rabbi  Grushcow: This spring in Israel, I was struck by 
the intense blue of the synagogue interiors in Safed, so 
evocative of the sky. Similarly, in the sanctuary of our 
temple in Montreal, our eyes are drawn upward to the 
sky through the windows at the top of the ceiling. Like 
you, I’ve always loved the teaching that a synagogue 
must have a window. It reminds me that what we do 
inside our walls is connected to the world outside them, 
and that the awe we feel outside can be brought in.  

This year, we are trying something new for the quiet 
moments of Yom Kippur afternoon. We will have a range 
of di�erent opportunities to learn together, talk with 
one another, and pray. One of the options will be to go 
for a meditative walk outside. 

I love the story of Rabbi Shimshon Raphael Hirsch, 
who is reported to have said, “When I stand before God, 
the Eternal One will ask me: Did you see My Alps?” For 
those who will spend long hours in the pews with us in 
September, I hope we can convey that sense of spiritual -
ity, connection, and awe.

Rabbi  Korobkin: And yet, after all’s been said about the 
majestic outdoors, the four-walled and roofed syna -
gogue is still designated as the optimal place for prayer. 
The Talmud says this is because we should temper our 
wonder and inspiration from our great expansive world 
with the limiting con�nement of a simple room. 

Great rabbis used to pray facing the wall so that they 
could feel that sense of intimacy, that it’s just You and 
me, God, here and now. Prayer is thus a juggling act, like 
so many other aspects of Judaism, between awe and 
love of God. I suppose that’s why we don’t pray regularly 
outside. 

I hope the weather is great for your congregation’s Yom 
Kippur afternoon walk. 
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Talking politics on the High Holidays
The Days of Awe are about self-improvement and repentance. Re�ecting on current events 
distracts us from facing our own personal demons and becoming better people.

Rabbi Korobkin: A federal election in Canada, Repub-
lican leadership debates in the United States, a prob -
lematic Iran deal – there is so much going on politically 
today that directly a�ects Israel and the Jewish com -
munity. 

Now that the High Holidays are upon us, we rabbis 
are looking forward to having packed pews and plenty 
of attentive parishioners. When our synagogues are 
�lled the most, there’s a natural urge for us to discuss 
our views on Israel and the state of the Jewish world. At 
the same time, our congregants would probably bene�t 
more from hearing words of religious inspiration and 
spirituality, especially during the Days of Awe, when 
people are searching for more meaning and purpose.   

Is it appropriate to discuss the larger societal and 
political issues during the High Holidays? Politicize or 
proselytize? What is your recipe for a proper balance?  

Rabbi Grushcow: As we enter the Days of Awe, I think 
long and hard about what to say. 

It seems to me that the authority we have comes �rst 
and foremost from Torah – the Torah we have studied, 
and the Torah we have learned from the lives of the 
people we serve. I have my own opinions about the 
upcoming Canadian election, the Iran deal and a host 
of other issues, but I am well aware that I am no pundit. 
My political analysis is no better than anyone else’s. 
Moreover, I have no desire to alienate my congregants 
by seeming to impose my own political views. I don’t 
think that’s what people come to shul to hear.  

So what can we say, and what can we do? 
We can acknowledge what is on people’s minds, and 

speak to what is in their hearts – political, existential, 
and everything in between. Where we �nd wisdom in 
our tradition that relates to present problems, we can 
share it. We can try to draw out the values and attitudes 
that Judaism can teach. And we can encourage people 
to be engaged and to vote, whatever their political views 
may be.  

Rabbi Korobkin:  When dealing with major issues 
facing the future of Israel and the Jewish People, many 
of our congregants are looking for us to construct what 
sociologist Peter Berger called a “nomos,” or a sense 
of order out of what sometimes seem like chaotic or 
random events. 

Rabbis are no prophets, to be sure, and historically 
some rabbis made tragic judgment errors, such as those 
who reassured Jews that they had nothing to fear from 
Nazism. But our tradition has always encouraged us to 
make sense out of current events and take appropriate 
action.    

The High Holidays, however, are di�erent, in that 
these days are all about self-improvement and re-
pentance. Re�ecting on current world events only 
succeeds in distracting us from the task at hand, which 
is to face our own personal demons and become better 
people. That’s why a di�erent tone should be conveyed, 
especially now.

Rabbi Grushcow: I approach the Days of Awe, like 
my congregants, in all my individuality. And yet, I do 
so as part of a community, extending across space and 
through time. 

So much of the power of these days comes from know -
ing that Jews everywhere are hearing the call of the sho-
far, as we have for thousands of years. But we also come 
together as Canadians, as family members, as human 
beings. We walk into our sanctuaries with so much in 
our hearts and on our minds, whether it be the �urry of 
getting children dressed and ready, or an elderly parent 
ill at home, or being at the cusp of an exciting new chap -
ter in our lives. 

We also walk in, many of us, thinking about Israel’s 
dreams and realities, Canada’s history and future, our 
hopes and fears for the world. All of these interwoven 
identities and connections make us who we are. The 
great challenge is for us to emerge from these days 
somehow connected, having shared something sacred 
and profound. 

We gather in great numbers on these days more than 
any others, and yet we want to walk out feeling like 
something spoke to each of our individual souls.

And that, as I’m sure you agree, is why writing High 
Holiday sermons is much harder than a newspaper 
column! 
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