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Experiencing and Educating 
for Yir at Hashem

1.	 WHAT IS YIRAH? WHAT DOES THE EXPERIENCE OF YIRAH LOOK LIKE IN AVODAT HASHEM?

RDS: The challenge of living with Yirat Hashem is one of 
learning to live a life that truly matters. To do so, one must 
take their life seriously and realize that every action has 
significance. 

Someone who lacks yirah does not see that this world is real, 
deep, and beautiful, because he lives detached from reality. 
For such a person, life is insignificant. He does not feel that 
he is standing before Someone, or that there is Someone 
above him.

Life continually presents us with moments in which that 
reality becomes difficult to ignore. For example, when a 
child is born, with God’s help, the parents encounter the 
very essence of life, which cannot honestly be dismissed 
as insignificant. The life we are living is real. It is actual. It 
is ממשי.

The opposite of ממשי is סתם. To live a life of סתם is to 
believe that my actions are insignificant, perhaps because 
I am so small. But there is another way to experience that 
smallness: recognizing that, within the vastness of Hashem’s 
world and the overwhelming grandeur of the cosmos, I am 
small. When that awareness comes from a place of yirah, 
my smallness is a reality, not a problem. It does not cause 
me to withdraw from life. It makes me more humble, more 
responsible, and more determined to draw close to Hashem, 
the Source of everything, before whom my life and actions 
truly matter.

RSG: The Hebrew word yirah can be translated in several 
ways. In the context of Avodat Hashem, however, I don't 
believe it is best understood as fear. Rather, it speaks to awe 
and a profound sense of reverence and respect.

Fear is a powerful emotion. In the short term, it can motivate 
action. Someone who fears God and the consequences 
of violating His commandments may indeed be driven to 

comply. But fear is difficult to sustain as the foundation of a 
relationship. It keeps our focus turned inward, preoccupied 
with our own welfare. It can be debilitating, even paralyzing. 
It is hard to feel genuinely connected when we are motivated 
primarily by anxiety or dread, and when fear becomes too 
heavy to bear, people often pull away from God rather than 
draw closer to Him.

Fear also carries an implicit message: that Avodat Hashem is 
not inherently compelling and therefore requires the threat 
of punishment to ensure commitment. Awe, by contrast, 
invites relationships. When we educate toward Avodat 
Hashem through a deep sense of reverence, cultivating 
profound respect for God alongside genuine trust in Him, 
the hope is not merely obedience but an authentic, loving, 
enduring relationship. 

RYG: For many years, I related to yirah primarily as fear 
of consequences, fear of failure, and an awareness of the 
seriousness of living in the presence of God. To be a yarei 
Shamayim meant to walk through life with the recognition 
that Hashem's expectations are real, His mitzvot are binding, 
and our decisions have genuine consequences.

Ahavah, in my mind, occupied a different space. It 
represented warmth, closeness and embrace. Perhaps 
that understanding came naturally from the parental 
relationship as experienced by a child. There are moments 
when parents are feared, particularly when expectations 
are violated, and other moments when the very same 
relationship is experienced as overwhelmingly loving and 
embracing. I assumed that our relationship with Hashem 
worked in much the same way.
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The challenge of living with Yirat Hashem is learning 
to live a life that truly matters. 



Directors' Message 

Entering Lifnai Vlifnim: 
The Heart of the Yamim Noraim 

T   he Yamim Noraim bring us into days filled 
with two kinds of weight. We stand for 

hours holding a thick machzor, moving through 
page after page of piyutim, selichot, and ancient 
tefillot. At the same time, our hearts carry 
the emotional weight of awe, inspiration, 
anticipation, and even nostalgia. Yet these two 
experiences do not always come together. The 
words remain on the page while the feelings 
remain in our hearts - two separate tasks to 
work on as we move through the holy days. 
Really, part of the deeper work of the Yamim 
Noraim is recognizing that these were always 
meant to deepen and reinforce one another.

The text of the machzor is not merely a script we 
recite while our emotions run their course. The 

words are meant to open something in us, giving 
shape and language to feelings that might otherwise 

remain vague and fleeting. And at the same time, our 
emotions are not a distraction from our tefillot. They 

are what allow us to see into the text, to notice a phrase 
we have said a thousand times but only now understand 

what it really means. The feeling brings out the depth of 
our words, and our words bring out the depth of our feelings.

This melding of text and emotion is precisely the work of 
Lifnai Vlifnim throughout the entire year. We learn to uncover 

the emotional and personal layers of Torah, to help students 
and adults build an inner connection to what they learn, and to 

let that connection inform authentic spiritual growth. At the same 
time, we encourage participants to bring their own lived experience 

to the Torah they encounter, so that the learning is not something 
happening at a distance but something touching their lives.

These pages are filled with thought-provoking pieces and activities 
that encourage real avodah penimit, inner work. We invite you to engage 

with them throughout the Yamim Noraim. Do not leave the text and the 
emotion in separate rooms. Let the words of the machzor draw out what 
is already inside you, and let what is stirring inside reveal depths you 
have not seen before in the words of tefillah. That meeting place, where 
the text and the heart awaken and deepen one another, is where the true 
avodah of the Yamim Noraim lives. May we all be zocheh to find it this year.

Wishing you a meaningful and transformative Yamim Noraim season,

Over time, and perhaps especially as a result of becoming 
a parent myself and having to deploy different relational 
modalities with my own children, I came to see yirah and 
ahavah less as a dichotomy and more as two features of a 
relationship that coexist and actually strengthen one another.

The Maharal's understanding of Matan Torah has become an 
important model for me. Matan Torah contains kolot u'vrakim, 
trembling and fear, and Chazal's dramatic image of the mountain 
suspended over Klal Yisrael. Yet it also contains naaseh v'nishma, an 
extraordinary expression of desire and willing commitment. The 
Maharal understands these not as contradictory experiences but 
as essential dimensions of Kabbalat HaTorah. Torah is something 
we must choose and love, but it also represents a compelling and 
unassailable truth. It does not become true because I choose it.

That is increasingly what yirah means to me. Yirah anchors 
my search for love and passion within a prior framework of 
commitment. My relationship with Hashem is not conditional 
upon whether I find it inspiring at a particular moment. I am 
striving to want to do that which I understand I ultimately have 
to do.

Yirah becomes constricting when it becomes the exclusive 
spiritual energy of religious life. It can produce a Judaism 
of compliance without aspiration, in which the overriding 
objective is simply not to do anything wrong. But without 
yirah, ahavah itself can become fragile. What happens 
when Hashem's love feels elusive? What happens when 
life becomes painful or confusing, or when mitzvot do 
not feel inspiring? Yirah keeps us moving. It reminds 
us that the relationship remains real even when the 
emotion is not immediately accessible. Properly 
understood, then, yirah does not suppress spiritual 
passion. It provides the stability from which 
passion can safely grow.

DPK: To me, yirah and ahavah are 
inseparable. True Yirat Hashem is not 
fear of punishment, but the fear of 
disappointing a God whom we love. 
When we do not care deeply about 
someone, we are not afraid of hurting 
them. The "fear" we experience in a 
loving relationship is really the fear of 
damaging that relationship. By contrast, 
the fear we have toward people we do 
not know is often fear of the unknown 
or fear of harm to ourselves. 

Hashem, who knows us intimately 
and loves us completely, desires 

Lifnim Vlachutz ┃Yamim Noraim 5787    3

Yehuda Chanales
Executive Director,  
Lifnai Vlifnim Olami

Yishai Singer
Menahel,  
Lifnai Vlifnim

Yirah keeps us moving. It reminds us that 
the relationship remains real even when 
the emotion is not immediately accessible.



only what is good for us. Our yirah, therefore, should stem 
from the possibility of distancing ourselves from Hashem, 
not from fear of consequences.

This understanding resonates with both the Rambam 
and Rav Kook. The Rambam, in Hilchot Yesodei HaTorah 
2:1–2, explains that love and awe of Hashem emerge 
from contemplating Hashem’s wondrous creations and 
recognizing the greatness and wisdom of the Creator. When 
we truly appreciate the magnificence of creation and the 
privilege of having a relationship with its Creator, both 
ahavah and yirah naturally emerge. Rav Kook expands on 
this idea, explaining that authentic yirah does not diminish 
a person or leave them feeling small and afraid. Rather, it 
deepens one's love of Hashem and awakens the soul to strive  
for greater closeness. In that sense, yirah and ahavah are 

not competing emotions; they nurture one another. Love 
inspires us to draw closer to Hashem, and yirah helps us 
treasure and protect that relationship.

When yirah is presented primarily as punishment, it does 
not cultivate a meaningful relationship with Hashem. That 
kind of fear is paralyzing. A healthy relationship is not built 
on paralysis; it is built on love, trust, and the desire not to 
cause pain to someone we cherish. The same is true in our 
relationship with Hashem.

This is why I do not believe Hashem should be presented 
to children in the same way we might describe a police 
officer or a jailer, figures whose role is compliance and 
control. Our relationship with Hashem is fundamentally 
different. It should awaken an inner desire to grow, to live a 
life of Torah, and to draw closer to Hashem. In that sense, 
yirah propels us forward. Rather than shutting us down, it 
inspires us to become the people we aspire to be. We want 
our children to want to be closer to Hashem, to want more 
Torah in their lives. 

2.	 WHEN DID YOU EXPERIENCE A SENSE OF YIRAH IN YOUR OWN EDUCATION GROWING UP?	
WHAT OR WHO CREATED THAT FEELING? WHAT IMPACT DID IT HAVE?

DPK: One of my earliest experiences of yirah was during 
tefillah, both as a child and continuing today. Standing in 
shul during kedushah, my mother taught me to stand tall 
and straight before Hashem. The melodies of the prayers, 
combined with the way she modeled reverence, stirred 
within me a profound sense of awe and closeness. We 
acted differently in those moments because we were in the 
presence of something holy. That taught me that prayer was 
not simply reciting words—it was an opportunity to stand 
before Hashem and cultivate a relationship. The experience 
fostered love and reverence rather than fear, and it continues 
to shape my Avodat Hashem today.

My mother taught both me and my children that our 
relationship with Hashem is the most important relationship 
in our lives. One phrase she often says has stayed with me: 
"I love you so much, but I love Hashem more. If you want 
to do something that Hashem does not want, then I have to 
choose Hashem." To me, that is the embodiment of yirah. It 
is not about fear; it is about ordering one's priorities around 
a deep love of Hashem and allowing that relationship to 
guide every decision.

RDS: What shaped my own Yirat Shamayim most deeply 
was not a particular lesson, but encountering people in 
whom Yirat Shamayim was fully alive. I was privileged to 
experience this through meeting gedolim.

My Rabbanim were Rav Shagar, Rav Froman, and Rav 
Steinsaltz. Each one, in his own way, gave me the feeling 

that he was living life differently, more elevated, more real. I 
cannot fully put the experience into words. It is like meeting 
one’s soulmate: when you encounter it, you just know.

Every word Rav Steinsaltz spoke came from his genuine 
recognition of Hashem. After three minutes of learning with 
Rav Shagar, I knew that I had found a rav, because I felt that 
this was different from everything I had known until then. 
There was another frequency in the way he learned, the way 
he listened, and the way he lived.

I also merited to meet privately with the Amshinover Rebbe. 
He is a person with whom it is impossible not to feel yirah in 
the room. When we spoke, the intensity of his presence was 
overwhelming. It felt as though, in those moments, nothing 
existed for him beyond me and the concerns and questions 
I had brought before him. He listened even to the foolish 
things I came to ask as though the issues I raised were 
enormous. That tremendous seriousness and presence, 
that itself is Yirat Shamayim: treating another person as real, 
as someone whose words and inner world carry weight, 
deserve attention, and truly matter.

RSG: Growing up in my parents’ home, I absorbed the 
genuine sense of Yirat Shamayim that they embodied. They 
experienced God’s greatness and grandeur, not in a way 
that made them tremble or feel insignificant, but in a way 
that filled them with humility and the profound awareness 
that they were connected to something far greater than 
themselves. That “something” was God, Judaism, Torah, 
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A healthy relationship is not built on paralysis; it is 
built on love, trust, and the desire not to cause pain to 
someone we cherish.
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halacha, and a life committed to shmirat hamitzvot.

There was a deep understanding that life was not simply 
about our own thoughts and opinions, wants and needs. 
Rather, there was a greater meaning to be discovered 
through a relationship with a loving God and through an 
ancient tradition that has sustained and guided our people 
for thousands of years.

That same sense of humility before God continued to shape 
my own experience of learning Torah. When I studied 
Gemara at Yeshiva University’s GPATS program, I remember 
feeling overwhelmed by the vastness and depth of Torah. 
The more I learned, the more I became aware of how much 
I did not know and the more that realization inspired me to 
keep searching, questioning, and growing.

My greatest models of yirah in Avodat Hashem are my 
husband, Judah, and my father, Rabbi Yaacov Lerner. They 
embody the kind of yirah I have been describing—not fear, 
but humility born of standing before something infinitely 
greater than themselves. Both are thoughtful, intellectually 
curious people with well-developed opinions and strong 
convictions. Yet those convictions are always tempered 
by a deeper question: What does Hashem, and the Torah, 
demand of me? Their commitment is never to being right, 
but to seeking what is right and yashar.

That humility reveals itself in countless small moments. 
It is evident in the seriousness with which they approach 
halachic questions, in their willingness to reconsider a 
position when presented with a compelling Torah argument, 
and in the respect they show others, even those with whom 
they disagree. Their confidence comes not from certainty in 
themselves, but from trust that Torah is true and that it is 
larger than any one individual.

Both my husband and my father had the privilege of 
studying under Rav Aharon Lichtenstein, whose influence 
permeates who they are. Rav Lichtenstein modeled profound 
scholarship coupled with extraordinary humility—the 
recognition that no matter how much one knows, one always 
stands before the infinite wisdom of Torah. He taught that 
intellectual rigor and humility are not competing virtues 
but complementary ones. The deeper one's encounter with 
Torah, the more one recognizes how much remains beyond 
one's grasp. Rav Lichtenstein’s legacy has shaped not only 
the lives of my father and husband but also those of their 

respective spouses, children, congregants and students.

RYG: I experienced yirah growing up most powerfully when 
I encountered people whose religious commitments did not 
appear circumstantial or periodic. There were rabbis, teachers 
and role models for whom Avodat Hashem did not seem to be  
one significant component of an otherwise independently 
constructed life. Their religious commitments seemed 
immersive. There was a seriousness to the way they  
davened, learned, observed mitzvot and made decisions that 
communicated, without necessarily saying very much, that 
this was all real.

You can teach a child about Yirat Shamayim, but there is 
something entirely different about encountering an adult 
whose behavior demonstrates that Hashem's presence and 
expectations genuinely influence the way he lives.

The people whose lives conveyed that their commitment 
to Hashem was simply not negotiable shaped my 
understanding of yirah, not necessarily the people who 
spoke most frequently about fear.

My most formative role models of Yirat Hashem 
were certainly my parents. Torah and mitzvot 
were not simply meaningful family traditions 
or experiences that we hoped would inspire us. 
There was a palpable sense in our home that 
religious life represented real obligation. 

Perhaps the most powerful expression of this 
was my father's relationship with tefillah, 
particularly during the Yamim Noraim. My 
father served as a chazzan for decades, 
and every Friday night during the period 
leading toward the Yamim Noraim he 
would review the entire Mussaf. As 
a child, I fell asleep on Friday nights 
hearing the nusach and melodies 
of the Yamim Noraim coming from 
another room.

Continued on page 12

His Hineni in particular always felt extraordinarily 
real to me. It conveyed the genuine trepidation of 
someone who understood himself to be standing 
before Hashem and representing a tzibbur.
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 The Heart of the :לב החג
Holiday Learning Activities

These Torah learning activities are designed to enhance your Yom Tov meals with rich source-based discussion that gets to the 
heart of what the Yamim Noraim are really about. There are no right answers, only great discussions.

We have asked a few educators to respond to the questions to give you additional food for thought, and we’d love to hear what 
kind of conversation emerges from these sources at your own table!

Seeing is Believing… and Feeling?
The Yamim Noraim are sometimes described with the words איום ונורא. These words can suggest something frightening, 
but they can also describe an experience that is overwhelming, awesome, and larger than we can fully comprehend.

And when Israel saw the wondrous power  
that Hashem had wielded against the Egyptians, the people had yirah for Hashem,  
and they had faith in Hashem and in Moshe—Hashem’s servant.

שמות י׳׳ד: ל׳׳אשמות י׳׳ד: ל׳׳א - וַַיַַּרְְא יִִשְְׂרָָאֵֵל אֶֶת־הַַיָָּד הַַגְְּדֹֹלָָה  
ירְְאוּ הָָעָָם את–ה׳  אֲֲשֶֶׁר עָָשָָׂה ה׳ בְְּמִִצְְרַַיִִם וַַ�ֽיִּֽ

ה׳ וּבְְמֹֹשֶֶׁה עַַבְְדּֽֽוֹ׃ יַַּאֲֲמִִינוּ �בַּֽ  �ֽוַֽ

At Kriyat Yam Suf, the Torah describes Bnei Yisrael’s response to witnessing Hashem’s greatness as an experience of yirah. 
Although we often translate Yirat Hashem as “fear of Hashem,” the Or HaChaim offers two different approaches to what 
they experienced. 

The meaning of yirah [here] is yirah of Exaltedness (yirat ha-romemut). However, fear of punishment (yirat ha-onesh) already existed 
for them beforehand in Egypt.
But according to what we demonstrated regarding the verse, “This is the statute of the Pesach offering” (Shemot 12:43), namely, that 
they had not accepted upon themselves the commandments of the King, then even fear of punishment did not exist for them until they 
saw “the great hand,” and they experienced yirah, etc.
In any event, the verse is speaking about awe of [Hashem’s] exaltedness, as is evident from its saying, “Israel saw the great hand, and 
they had yirah…” And its saying, “and they believed,” means that this was the completion of faith within them.

אור החיים על שמות י״ד:ל״א:א׳אור החיים על שמות י״ד:ל״א:א׳ - וייראו העם את ה׳. פי' יראת הרוממות, אבל יראת העונש מן הסתם היתה להם קודם במצרים. 
ולפי מה שהוכחנו בפרשת )י''ב מ''ג( זאת חקת הפסח כי לא קבלו עליהם מצות המלך אם כן אפילו יראת העונש לא היתה להם 
דע שראו היד הגדולה וייראו וגו', ועל כל פנים ביראת הרוממות הכתוב מדבר מאומרו וירא ישראל את היד הגדולה וייראו וגו'. 

ואומרו ויאמינו כי זה תשלום האמונה בהם:

Questions about the Text - מה בו
1.	 According to the Or HaChaim, what are the two kinds of yirah that Bnei Yisrael experienced? 
2.	 What relationship does the Or HaChaim see between וייראווייראו, experiencing yirah, and ויאמינוויאמינו, developing faith?

1

The Heart of the Text -  מה ליבו
1.	 What did the Jewish People see at Kriyat Yam Suf that would have brought them to יראת העונש?  
2.	 What did the Jewish People see at Kriyat Yam Suf that would have brought them to יראת הרוממות?  

2

Making It Personal -  מה לי בו
1.	 What is the difference, in your own words, between being scared of something and being in awe of it? 

Can both emotions exist at the same time?
2.	 What emotions motivate your own Avodat Hashem? 
3.	 Describe a time where you experienced feeling יראת הרוממות about Hashem. Where were you? How did it 
4.	 How might approaching Hashem through awe rather than only fear change the way a person does mitzvot?

3
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Noam Sendor, Leibler Yavneh College 
The Heart of the Text - מה ליבו 

Although the Ohr HaChaim says that Bnei Yisrael would already have had an awareness of “fear of punishment” 
from Egypt, I imagine that witnessing the Egyptians get their comeuppance at Yam Suf would certainly have concretized it. 
On the other hand, the sheer spectacle of Hashem’s awesome mastery over nature would certainly have inspired within Bnei 
Yisrael a sense of “awe of God’s loftiness.”

Making it Personal - מה לי בו
I think the difference is that being scared of something closes us up and pushes us away from whatever it is we are scared 

of, whereas awe opens us up and draws us closer, deepening our experience of that which we are in awe of. I imagine both 
emotions can exist at the same time. We can be somewhere scary, like on the top of a cliff where we are afraid of falling, while 
at the same time being inspired and opened up by the awesome view.

I have certainly had larger awe-inspiring moments in my life that have deepened my connection to Hashem and brought 
me into His service. But for me, it is experiencing and seeing Hashem even in the mundane aspects of life that truly inspires 
my avodah. One moment that comes to mind is being deep in the Judean desert by myself. The silence was deafening, 
and looking up into the expanse of the sky, seeing a blanket of stars that one simply cannot see in the city, was truly awe-
inspiring. I could sense just how small I really am.

I think living with a sense of awe, an emotion that inspires wonder and love within us, can only deepen and enhance our 
performance of mitzvot. As opposed to simply ticking boxes because we are afraid of being punished by some vindictive God, 
living with awe shifts our perspective. It allows us to see mitzvot as powerful opportunities to connect to something that is, in 
truth, so far beyond us, but that, in His love, Hashem nevertheless gives us the opportunity to connect to.

Ariella Broth, Fuchs Mizrachi High School
The Heart of the Text - מה ליבו 

The Or Hachaim seems to be saying that in order to accomplish this, they couldn’t just be afraid of doing the wrong 
thing. They needed to experience that awe of His greatness. 

Fear of punishment and awe of Hashem's greatness are both so relatable, but fear is the most obvious experience. Bnei 
Yisrael were slaves to a great nation, and then watched the most extraordinary punishments, starting with the makkot and 
culminating with Kriyat Yam Suf. How could this not instill a deep fear in anyone- that at any moment He could stop me from 
walking, talking, or even breathing? 

On the other hand, they also watched miracle after miracle. The water splitting so they could all freely walk to the 
other side was the most unnatural miracle, especially when two minutes later the Mitzrim were not afforded the same path! 
Imagine being shown exactly how powerful Hashem can be - not just by punishing the Egyptians, but also because He saved 
YOU. What a beautiful, inspirational, and AWEsome experience! The way it brought them all together in song just makes it 
even more incredible. They were so overwhelmed that their natural response was to voice their feelings and come together 
in hodaah to Hashem! This wasn’t fear; this was awe.

Making it Personal - מה לי בו
I think fear can be a very motivating emotion, but it can also create a lot of unhealthy distance between the one who is 

instilling fear and the one who is feeling it. Awe can also create some distance, but it can also create a respect and feeling of 
inspiration to connect to the one who we are in awe of. Both can, and often do, definitely exist at the same time and it can be 
a lifelong challenge to find the right balance. 

My primary motivator in my Avodat Hashem is my connection to Him, as well as awe of Him and knowing that this is how 
He wants me to live. The time I felt this the most was at my son’s Brit Milah. Hashem had to make so much go right for us to 
get to that point, and I was so proud to watch my son join Am Yisrael and get his name. I already started to dream of all the 
things I would teach him and how the cycle of life led to this point: my grandfather holding him, my father and brothers all 
part of it too, and now my son - ready to be part of this amazing nation.

If we were always doing things only because we had to, either because we were born into it or were afraid of rewards 
and punishment, it would be easy to burn out and feel resentful of “having” to follow halacha. I don’t personally think about 
punishments on a daily basis, because the inspiration and excitement that comes from yirah, from realizing how incredible 
Hashem is and how much He has done for us, is what can take us to a place of overcoming that burnout. That kind of 
inspiration of amazement and awe never runs out if you keep noticing it. 
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The Yamim Noraim tefillah of ובכן תן פחדך begins by asking Hashem to place פחד and אימה upon the world. But the tefillah 
does not end in fear. It moves from yirah and fear to unity, hope, and joy.

As you read, pay attention not only to the different emotions in the tefillah, but to the movement from one stage to the next.

מחזור לראש השנה וליום הכיפוריםמחזור לראש השנה וליום הכיפורים
וּבְְכֵֵן תֵֵּן פַַּחְְדְְּךָ ה' אֱֱלהֵֵינוּ עַַל כָָּל מַַעֲֲשֶֶׂיךָ. וְְאֵֵימָָתְְךָ עַַל כָָּל מַַה שֶֶּׁבָָּרָָאתָָ. וְְיִִירָָאוּךָ כָָּל הַַמַַּעֲֲשִִׂים וְְיִִשְְׁתַַּחֲֲווּ לְְפָָנֶֶיךָ כָָּל הַַבְְּרוּאִִים. וְְיֵֵעָָשׂוּ כֻֻלָָּם 
אֲֲגֻֻדָָּה אֶֶחָָת, לַַעֲֲשׂות רְְצונְְךָ בְְּלֵֵבָָב שָָׁלֵֵם. שֶֶׁיָָּדַַעְְנוּ ה' אֱֱלהֵֵינוּ שֶֶׁהַַשָָּׁלְְטָָן לְְפָָנֶֶיךָ. עז בְְּיָָדְְךָ וּגְְבוּרָָה בִִּימִִינֶֶךָ. וְְשִִׁמְְךָ נורָָא עַַל כָָּל מַַה שֶֶּׁבָָּרָָאתָָ:

וּבְְכֵֵן תֵֵּן כָָּבוד לְְעַַמֶֶּךָ, תְְּהִִלָָּה לִִירֵֵאֶֶיךָ. וְְתִִקְְוָָה טובָָה לְְדורְְשֶֶׁיךָ. וּפִִתְְחון פֶֶּה לַַמְְיַַחֲֲלִִים לָָךְ. שִִׂמְְחָָה לְְאַַרְְצָָךְ. שָָׂשׂון לְְעִִירָָךְ. וּצְְמִִיחַַת קֶֶרֶֶן 
לְְדָָוִִד עַַבְְדָָּךְ. וַַעֲֲרִִיכַַת נֵֵר לְְבֶֶן יִִשַַׁי מְְשִִׁיחֶֶךָ, בִִּמְְהֵֵרָָה בְְיָָמֵֵינוּ:

וּבְְכֵֵן צַַדִִּיקִִים יִִרְְאוּ וְְיִִשְְׂמָָחוּ, וִִישָָׁרִִים יַַעֲֲלזוּ. וַַחֲֲסִִידִִים בְְּרִִנָָּה יָָגִִילוּ. וְְעולָָתָָה תִִקְְפּץ פִִּיהָָ. וְְהָָרִִשְְׁעָָה כֻֻלָָּהּ בֶֶּעָָשָָׁן תִִּכְְלֶֶה. כִִּי תַַעֲֲבִִיר מֶֶמְְשֶֶׁלֶֶת 
זָָדון מִִן הָָאָָרֶֶץ:

And so, Hashem our God, let fear of You rest upon all that You have made, and dread of You upon all You have created. May all Your 
creations revere You, and all Your creatures bow before You. May they all become one united fellowship, doing Your will with a whole 
heart. For we know, Hashem our God, that dominion is Yours. Strength is in Your hand, might is in Your right hand, and Your Name 
inspires awe throughout all creation.
And so, Hashem, grant honor to Your nation, praise to those who have yirah for You, good hope to those who seek You, and a voice to those 
who long for You. Grant joy to Your land and gladness to Your city. Let the strength of David, Your servant, flourish, and kindle the light 
of the son of Jesse, Your anointed, speedily in our days.
And so the righteous will see and rejoice, the upright will exult, and the faithful will sing for joy. Iniquity will be silenced, and all 
wickedness will vanish like smoke, for You will remove the rule of evil from the earth.

The Emotions of the Yamim Nor aim

Questions about the Text - מה בו
1.	 What words stand out to you?
2.	 Even though this has been part of the Yamim Noraim davening for your entire life, what are you noticing now 

for the first time?
3.	 What questions do you have about this tefillah?

1

The Heart of the Text -  מה ליבו
1.	 What are the different emotions that come up in this tefillah?
2.	 The tefillah begins with emotions of terror, but ends with emotions of joy and happiness. What happens in 

between that makes that transformation possible?
3.	 By the third paragraph, the righteous see and rejoice. What are they seeing? Why does the same recognition 

of Hashem that begins with fear ultimately produce joy?

2

Making It Personal -  מה לי בו
1.	 What makes fear constructive rather than paralyzing? How does the relationship you have with the person, 

experience, or situation affect the way that fear feels?
2.	 The tefillah imagines fear of Hashem leading to connection, hope, and ultimately joy. Have you ever 

experienced an emotion changing in that way, where something that began as fear, pressure, or uncertainty 
became closeness, relief, pride, or joy? What allowed that shift to happen?

3.	 What is the relationship between אגודה אחת, one united fellowship, and לעשות רצונך בלבב שלם, to do the 
will of Hashem with a whole heart? Why might recognizing something larger than ourselves change both the 
way we relate to other people and the way we serve Hashem?

4.	 What does serving Hashem בלבב שלם, with a whole heart, require from you? What tends to interrupt or 
weaken that sense of connection, and what helps you return to it?

3
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Yosef Sharbat, Rae Kushner Yeshiva High School 
Thinking About the Text  - מה ליבו 

Emotions allow us to perceive the world through a more nuanced lens. When we feel afraid or nervous, it is simply 
a reflection of how deeply we care about a specific situation, moment, or person. This emotional investment encourages 
introspection, which ultimately helps us grow and become better people.

The phrase ָָיה  deeply resonates with me. I realize now that ("and all wickedness shall shut its mouth") וְְעולָָתָָה תִִקְְפּץ ּפִּ
injustice is often perpetrated just as much through words as it is through physical actions. This feels especially relevant in 
today’s climate, where we see antisemites weaponizing their platforms, such as podcasts and social media, to spread hate.

The progression of tefillah from fear to joy perfectly captures the emotional sway of a genuine relationship with Hashem. 
While our worldly fears and anxieties about other people will eventually fade away, our fear of Hashem remains. However, 
this is a fundamentally positive fear, one that transforms from a place of apprehension into one of profound love and awe.

Making it Personal - מה לי בו
Joy has always been an essential emotion for me because I view it as a primary vehicle for connection. Longing, on the 

other hand, is much more difficult, as it requires yearning for something that isn't tangibly in front of you. However, I am 
trying to focus more on the concept of Agudah Echat (a unified entity). Recognizing that our historical triumphs have always 
come from our unity should be enough to inspire a true longing for the Geulah. Being surrounded by a kehillah united in 
tefillah and song is an intensely powerful experience, and one that I never take for granted.

Alise Gold, Ida Crown Jewish Academy
Thinking About the Text - - מה ליבו 

Something I hadn’t noticed before is that we are asking Hashem to grant us certain feelings and emotions. Often 
we feel certain feelings but don’t necessarily view them as coming from Hashem. I’m wondering more about how we can 
approach all of these emotions, even the ones that are perceived as more negative, in a way that is constructive and growth 
oriented? 

When we recognize Hashem’s presence and power, it can cause us to feel smaller. That can then lead to fear, or it can 
allow people to feel safe and taken care of. I think it really depends on what our relationship is with Hashem. When we 
are standing in front of Him, on a day where our entire year is determined, we are feeling the fear of the unknown and the 
weight of the potential, as well as hopeful for what we can achieve with Hashem’s help. 

Making it Personal - מה לי בו
For me, before a big event, there are often feelings of stress and fear of the unknown. Will all of the details fall into place? 
Will everyone have a good time? What will my class be like? Will this lesson go over well? Nothing compares to the feeling 
after - when it has gone well. The feeling of relief, pride and genuine simcha, makes all of the stress and fear worth it.

It’s sometimes easier to feel hope, but it’s also important to access fear. A pasuk from Amos comes to mind:  
א“ ".אַַרְְיֵֵה שָָׁאָָג מִִי לֹא יִִירָָא ה' אלוקים דִִּבֶֶּר מִִי לֹא יִִנָָּ�ֽבֵֽ

If a person were to meet a lion in the street, he would be filled with paralyzing fear. But when we encounter a lion at the 
zoo, we aren’t scared at all. What’s the difference? The bars in between us and the lion protect us from getting hurt. We put 
up barriers between us and Hashem which prevent us from feeling so fearful. However, the closer we are to Hashem, the 
more we realize the importance of these days, which allows us to truly access that fear from a productive place, with the goal 
of getting even closer to Hashem. I think viewing the days ahead as an opportunity to connect helps soften the intensity. It’s 
an opportunity that we don’t want to miss- so it’s important to really prepare for these days. 

When I think about serving Hashem בלבב שלם this year through the lens of my role as a teacher, I would encourage 
my students to think about a time that he/she felt most connected to Hashem. In those moments of connection, what can 
disrupt or distract? How can we avoid that? For some, it might be caring about what others think or how they view us and 
for others it could be that the connection is actually missing. 

If we can approach the Yamim Noraim without feeling like they suddenly appeared, and instead feeling as ready as 
possible, then we can experience simcha just like after an event we planned or the first day of school. That simcha comes 
from knowing we did our best to get ready and that we are prepared to make whatever change necessary to be the best 
versions of ourselves in the coming year.
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Tefillah L’Maaseh: Additions and 
Avodah for Aseret Yemei Teshuva

Yishai Singer 
 Menahel, Lifnai Vlifnim

Miriam Schwartz
RKYHS, Lifnai Vlifnim Staff

The Aseret Yemei Teshuva give us the opportunity to engage in a process of reflection and repair that is meant to unfold 
over a longer time period.  Chazal made changes to our tefillot to create moments of pause that can shift the way we 
experience this time period, but it’s easy to miss what these changes mean unless we spend time reflecting on them.

We have highlighted each change in the amidah with 

a question about the words             a thought provoking question, and 

an invitation to do something to change the way you experience the Aseret Yemei Teshuva this year.

You can choose to focus on one each day, or pick one that speaks to you to carry all week. However you use this section, we 
know that this will elevate the way you experience the Aseret Yemei Teshuva.

פֶֶר הַַחַַיִִּים לְְמַַעַַנְְךָ אֱֱלֹקים חַַיִִּים: נוּ בְְּ�ֽסֵֽ לֶֶךְ חָָפֵֵץ בַַּחַַיִִּים וְְכָָתְְ�בֵֽ נוּ לְְחַַיִִּים �ֽמֶֽ זָָכְְ�ֽרֵֽ

Remember us for life, King who desires life, and inscribe us in the Book of Life, for Your sake, living God.

Which pair of words grabs your attention?

The word “חַַיִִּים” - life -  comes up in each of those phrases. When did you feel the most alive this past year? 
What do you want Hashem to remember about you from this past year? 

Don’t leave those moments in the past! Make them real by telling a friend or family member about them, and 
bring them into this coming year.

מִִי כָָמֽֽוֹךָ אַַב הָָרַַחֲֲמִִים זוֹכֵֵר יְְצוּרָָיו לְְחַַיִִּים בְְּרַַחֲֲמִִים:

Who is like You, Father of compassion, who compassionately remembers His creatures for life?

Translate this line for yourself in simple words that make sense in your mind. What specifically does “רחמים” 
(compassion) from Hashem mean for you? 

Hashem’s רחמים, compassion, could mean that he is generous with us even if we don’t deserve it. Where in 
your life could you use more of Hashem’s generosity? 

 Chazal tell us that we need to emulate the generosity – מה הקדוש ברוך הואהוא נקרא רחום, אף אתהרחום, אף אתה היה רחוםרחום
that Hashem brings to the world. Where can you be more generous with both yourself and others this week? 
Make an extra effort this week to put those things into practice!

לֶֶךְ הַַקָָּדוֹשׁ: לֶֶךְהַַ�ֽמֶּֽ בָָּרוּךְ אַַתָָּה ה׳ הַַ�ֽמֶּֽ

Blessed are you, Hashem, the Holy King.

Usually we say “הקלקל הקדוש” which is affiliated with Hashem’s attribute of chessed, divine generosity. What 
kind of mindset does saying “king” instead bring up?

What can you ask specifically from a king? How does that relate to how you want to talk to Hashem today?

Before saying this bracha, pause, and envision yourself standing in front of a king. What posture would you 
adopt with your body? Your hands? Where would you look? Notice how your body and mind feel different.
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לֶֶךְ הַַמִִּשְְׁפָָּט:הַַמִִּשְְׁפָָּט: בָָּרוּךְ אַַתָָּה ה׳ הַַ�ֽמֶּֽ

Blessed are you, Hashem, the King of Judgment.

What words are we taking out of the tefillah from the rest of the year? How does that feel for you?

Sometimes when we are generous, we don’t accurately judge people or situations. We are typically afraid of 
judgment, but what opportunity could exist if you used judgement instead of generosity? 

We know that Hashem can see us exactly as we are. Think about this past year- where can you be more 
honest and real with yourself about where you really are? Tell Hashem in your own words what you see, and 
what you would have to change to get yourself to where you want to be.

ךָ: וּכְְתוֹב לְְחַַיִִּים טוֹבִִים כָָּל בְְּנֵֵי בְְרִִי�ֽתֶֽ

And inscribe all the members of Your covenant for a good life.

Who do you think about when you read the words “ָך ךָכָָּל בְְּנֵֵי בְְרִִי�תֶֽ ?”כָָּל בְְּנֵֵי בְְרִִי�תֶֽ

Who in your life do you want to daven for during this time? Who could you add to your tefillot this year that 
you have not davened for in the past?

Think about someone in your life you’d like to include in your tefillot during the Yamim Noraim. Ask them for 
their Hebrew name so that you can daven for them and keep it in your siddur/machzor. If you feel comfortable, 
ask them for something THEY are davening for so you can keep that in mind. 

חְְנוּ וְְכָָל עַַמְְּךָ בֵֵּית יִִשְְׂרָָאֵֵל לְְחַַיִִּים טוֹבִִים וּלְְשָָׁלוֹם: יךָ אֲֲ�ֽנַֽ פֶֶר חַַיִִּים בְְּרָָכָָה וְְשָָׁלוֹם וּפַַרְְנָָסָָה טוֹבָָה נִִזָָּכֵֵר וְְנִִכָָּתֵֵב לְְפָָ�ֽנֶֽ בְְּ�ֽסֵֽ

In the Book of Life, blessing, peace, and a good livelihood, may we and all Your people, the House of Israel, be remembered 
and inscribed before You for a good life and for peace.

There are so many amazing things inside the Book of Life! Think about “בְְּרָָכָָה וְְשָָׁלוֹם וּפַַרְְנָָסָָה טוֹבָָהבְְּרָָכָָה וְְשָָׁלוֹם וּפַַרְְנָָסָָה טוֹבָָה” - Paint a 
mental picture of what a year of each of those things would look like.

Which of these things do you need, or want, to be “written down” for in this coming year? What things do 
you think those around you want?

Look around at the people who are davening with you. Draw strength from the power of being part of 
a community, and take a moment to picture what any one of those things would look like for the entire 
community. Ask Hashem to make that a reality.

ינוּ וְְעַַל כָָּל־יִִשְְׂרָָאֵֵל וְְאִִמְְרוּ אָָמֵֵן: עֹֹשֶֶׂה הַַשָָּׁלוֹםהַַשָָּׁלוֹם בִִּמְְרוֹמָָיו הוּא יַַעֲֲשֶֶׂה שָָׁלוֹם עָָ�לֵֽ

He who makes  the peacethe peace in the heavens, may He make peace for us and for all Israel, and let us say: Amen.

We are just adding a single letter here. How does this change the meaning of the tefillah? 

We are adding the letter "ה", which could mean that we are transforming peace from a general concept to 
THE PEACE that is being created right now.  Where in your life do you need peace right now? 

Visualizing and speaking about what is possible as if it has happened can change the way you daven for 
something, even if it hasn’t actually happened yet. Speak out loud (either to yourself or a friend) about the 
peace you’d want to see in your personal life, and for all of the Jewish people, as if it already happened.



There was something about his preparation that 
communicated yirah before I was capable of defining 
it. Tefillah mattered enough to prepare for. His Hineni in  

particular always felt extraordinarily real to me. It conveyed 
the genuine trepidation of someone who understood himself 
to be standing before Hashem and representing a tzibbur.

3.	 WHAT DOES YIRAT HASHEM MEAN TO YOU PERSONALLY? HOW DO YOU EXPERIENCE	
 IT IN YOUR DAILY AVODAT HASHEM?

RDS: “שִִׁוִִּיתִִי ה׳ לְְנֶֶגְְדִִּי תָָמִִיד” - I place Hashem before me always.

A person must ask: What are my priorities? What thinking 
drives my decision-making? What is primary, and what is 
secondary? What do I spend money on, and what does that 
reveal about my values? How do I decide whether or not to 
do something? Am I guided only by pleasure, or do I have a 
mission? Do I realize that my actions matter?

Avodat Hashem is the general heading that contains 
everything. There is love, there is yirah, and there are 
many other attributes and dimensions. Avodat Hashem is 
the general framework within which I must grow in every 
mission and every area of life. Yirah is the foundation.

DPK: Fear itself has never been a spiritual motivator for 
me. Rather, Yirat Hashem is the recognition of Hashem's 
greatness, the awe inspired by creation, by the miracles 
Hashem performs every day, and by the privilege of having a 
relationship with the Creator.

Even Yom HaDin does not evoke fear for me in the 
conventional sense. I would be far more afraid to stand before 
a human court, where judges do not know my intentions, my 
struggles, or my heart. Standing before Hashem, who knows 
every thought and every motivation and who wants what is 
best for me, is ultimately comforting.

The only fear I experience on Yom HaDin is the fear of not 
living up to the person I know I can become and of failing 
to nurture the relationship Hashem has invited me to have.

RSG: To me, Yirat Hashem means living with an active 
awareness of God. It means committing to a life of halacha 
and mitzvot even when they are difficult, inconvenient, or 
do not immediately resonate with me. Not because I always 
understand, but because I trust that God sees a bigger 
picture than I do.

On a practical level, Yirat Hashem is woven into the rhythm 
of my day. It means stopping three times a day to daven; to 
begin, interrupt, and end my day by speaking to Hashem and 
reminding myself who is truly in control. It means recognizing 
that the seemingly small details matter. Judaism asks us to 
sanctify not only life's defining moments but also its ordinary 
ones, and that understanding shapes the way I try to live.

Ultimately, Yirat Hashem is not an emotion that I experience 
only in moments of inspiration. It is a way of orienting 
myself toward the world. It is the quiet awareness that my 
choices matter, that my actions have purpose, and that 
every day presents another opportunity to develop my 

relationship with Hashem. 

RYG: Personally, Yirat Hashem means living with the 
recognition that my religious responsibilities are not 
dependent upon my mood, convenience or current level of 
inspiration. There are certainly moments when Torah, tefillah 
and mitzvot generate enormous passion and closeness, and 
those moments are precious. But a relationship with Hashem 
cannot be built only upon those moments.

In that sense, I experience yirah less today as fear and 
more as responsibility. It is the awareness that things 
have been entrusted to me—my family, my community, 
Torah, opportunities to influence others, my own spiritual 
potential—and that what I do with those things matters. 
That consciousness creates seriousness and momentum, 
not heaviness. 

4.	 HOW CAN WE CULTIVATE YIRAT HASHEM IN A WAY THAT IS PRODUCTIVE, ENCOURAGING, 	
AND GROWTH-ORIENTED? WHAT GETS IN THE WAY?

RSG: I think we cultivate Yirat Hashem most effectively when 
we present it not as something that limits a person's freedom 
but as something that gives life direction, meaning, and 
purpose. We live in an age that prizes choice and authenticity. 

Although Judaism is a covenant that obligates us, our 
educational goal should be for students to embrace that 
covenant willingly—to develop a Yirat Hashem that empowers 
rather than coerces and that ultimately deepens their love 
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Experiencing and educating for Yirat Hashem, continued from page 5

The only fear I experience on Yom HaDin is the fear 
of not living up to the person I know I can become 
and of failing to nurture the relationship Hashem has 
invited me to have.
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of Hashem. Ultimately we want our children not simply to 
observe but also to feel ownership over their Judaism. 

At the most basic level, human beings are searching for 
two things: meaning and structure. We want our lives to 
matter, and we need a framework within which to live them. 
Structure is not the enemy of freedom; it is what makes 
freedom possible. Every meaningful endeavor depends 
upon boundaries and discipline. Music requires rhythm 
and scales. Athletics require rules. Relationships require 
commitments. Even writing is easier when there is a prompt 
than when there is a completely blank page.

A life of Yirat Hashem and shmirat halacha provides that same 
structure. It translates Judaism's grand ideals into daily 
practice rich with small details that matter. At the same time, 
Yirat Hashem ensures that those details never become empty 
ritual. They are expressions of a meaningful relationship 
with God and of a life lived in response to His presence. 
Living a life of yirat Hashem connects us horizontally to 
Jews around the world and vertically to the generations that 
came before us and those who will come after us. It provides 
not only values but also a compass for living those values.

None of this eliminates choice. At the end of the day, every 
person chooses whether to embrace this way of life. I choose 
it because I feel deeply connected to the generations that 
sacrificed to preserve it, because it binds me to Jews across 
the world and across history, because I believe Torah offers a 
profound moral and spiritual vision, and because, although 
I cannot prove every aspect of faith, I find that it rings 
true. When I look at the extraordinary story of the Jewish 
people and the aspirations of Torah, I feel that I am part of 
something real, enduring, and holy.

What most undermines this process is using fear as the 
primary motivator. Fear may produce compliance, but it 
rarely produces commitment. It narrows a person's sense 
of agency, breeds resentment, and often pushes students 
away rather than drawing them closer. We can tell that we 
are cultivating a healthy yirah when students become more 
curious rather than more anxious, more engaged rather than 
more withdrawn, and more eager to take ownership of their 
Avodat Hashem rather than simply trying to avoid making 
mistakes. Healthy yirah should open a person's heart to God.

RYG: I believe we need to relocate much of our educational 
language about yirah from fear of consequences to the 
internalization of responsibility.

Our students live in a culture that places enormous 
emphasis upon autonomy, freedom and personal choice. 
There is much that is positive about those values. But 
religious life introduces the essential vocabulary of 
obligation, commitment and responsibility. Not everything 
meaningful in life begins with the question, "Do I want to do 
this?" Some of the deepest commitments in life begin with 
the recognition that something has been entrusted to me 
and therefore I am responsible for it.

The most effective way to teach that is not simply to 
speak about responsibility but to give students genuine 
responsibility. Give them responsibility for tefillah. Give 
them leadership in chessed. Give them serious learning 
goals. Give them opportunities to influence other Jews. 
Allow them to discover that they are not merely consumers 
of Jewish experiences provided by adults but people upon 
whom the Jewish people and its future actually depend.

We shut students down when yirah leaves them primarily 
afraid of getting Judaism wrong, or when they experience 
Hashem mainly as disappointed, punitive or impossible to 
satisfy. We open them up when the seriousness of Torah 
communicates the significance of their lives. Yirah means 
that there are consequences, but consequence is itself 
evidence that something matters. The objective is not to 
eliminate that seriousness, but rather to place it in the 
service of aspiration, passion and love.

DPK: I think the imagery of Har Eival and Har Gerizim in 
Parshat Re'eh offers one of the most powerful models for 
teaching yirah.

Moshe tells Bnei Yisrael that if they keep the mitzvot, the 
Land of Israel will flourish like lush Har Gerizim, but if they 
stray from Hashem, it will become barren like Har Eival. At 
certain stages of child development, the language of reward 
and consequence may resonate. However, I believe the 
deeper message is far more transformative.

If we fill our lives with Torah and mitzvot, we create a world 
that is vibrant, beautiful, and full of meaning. Our actions, 
words, and thoughts shape the world we inhabit. The Torah 
is life-giving and sustaining, and Har Gerizim symbolizes that 
flourishing. Har Eival represents not simply punishment, 
but the spiritual emptiness that results when we distance 
ourselves from Torah and from Hashem.

For children, we cultivate this sense of yirah through tangible 
experiences. Children often experience awe before they 
can articulate it. By repeatedly engaging in the practices of 
kedushah, standing differently during tefillah, speaking more 

Yirah means that there are consequences, but 
consequence is itself evidence that something matters. 
The objective is not to eliminate that seriousness, but 
rather to place it in the service of aspiration, passion 
and love.

For children, we cultivate this sense of yirah through 
tangible experiences. Children often experience awe 
before they can articulate it. 



softly in a Beit Knesset, dressing differently for Shabbat and 
Yamim Tovim, gradually internalizing that being close to 
Hashem feels different. The physical marking of spiritual 
time, the beginning and end of Shabbat and holidays with 
candle light demonstrates a period when our conversations 
and actions are holier. The rituals themselves become the 
language through which yirah is learned.

These external practices help children internalize that yirah 
comes not from fear, but from recognizing that we are in 
the presence of something infinitely greater than ourselves. 
Lehavdil, just as we instinctively stand a little straighter 
when a respected dignitary enters the room, our posture 
and behavior naturally change when we become aware of 
Hashem's presence. 

Rav Kook, particularly in his writings in Orot HaKodesh, 
teaches that authentic yirah expands the soul rather 
than constricting it. That has profound implications for 
education. If our teaching of yirah leaves children feeling 
anxious or defeated, we have missed the mark. If it leaves 
them feeling inspired, uplifted, and eager to draw closer 
to Hashem, then we are cultivating the kind of yirah that 
becomes the foundation for lifelong Avodat Hashem.

I believe we know we are cultivating healthy yirah when it 
leaves students wanting to come closer to Torah and mitzvot 
rather than wanting to avoid them. If students feel inspired, 
curious, and connected, then yirah is opening them up. 
If they feel ashamed, anxious, or paralyzed, then we have 
unintentionally taught fear rather than reverence.

Ultimately, our goal is not to raise children who are afraid 
of Hashem, but children who stand in awe of Hashem and 
therefore long to live lives that reflect that relationship. They 
should be afraid to disappoint Hashem and harm their 
relationship with Hashem.

RDS: Yirat Shamayim is not something that can truly be 
taught. It must first be lived. A person can know only within 
himself whether his yirah is genuine, but there is a simple 
test: Does it move him toward work and growth, or does it 
become an excuse that creates distance?

Sometimes the yetzer hara dresses itself up as the yetzer 
hatov and says, “Hashem is great, and I am small. Perhaps it 
does not matter whether I come to tefillah. Perhaps He will 
not notice me anyway.”

If the experience of my smallness causes me to become 
depressed, paralyzed, or withdrawn, then I know that 
it is coming from the yetzer hara. But if it makes me more 

humble and moves me to do more good and become closer 
to Hashem, that is a sign that it comes from the yetzer hatov.

When a person feels Yirat Shamayim within himself and 
allows it to move him forward, there is a chance that others 
will be moved as well. 

The Gemara in Berakhot teaches: :אמר רבי חלבו אמר רב הונא 
יראת שמים — דבריו נשמעין בו   A person who“ .כל אדם שיש 
possesses Yirat Shamayim—his words are heard.”

The measure of whether people will listen to you is your own 
Yirat Shamayim. When a teacher is genuinely living with 
Yirat Shamayim, the students can feel it. That seriousness 
invites them to take their own Avodat Hashem seriously. It 
creates the possibility that they, too, will want to search, to 
understand, and to grow.

At the same time, to be a teacher or parent is to know that 
two students or children can hear the same message, and 
respond in opposite ways. There is a difficult truth here: we 
can do our best to articulate our messages, but adults  do not 
determine what children will or will not receive. Hashem 
is our partner, and the way children hear what we say is 
ultimately their choice.

Teachers and parents can be hesitant to set boundaries 
because they fear that a “no” will be experienced as rejection 
and create distance between themselves and their students.

But Ahavat Hashem and Yirat Hashem are not opposites. The 
Baal HaTanya brings in the name of the Zohar that yirah 
and ahavah are two wings, right and left. Like an eagle’s two 
wings that enable him to fly, we have two wings that enable 
us to soar spiritually.

A life of Avodat Hashem cannot rise through love alone 
or through yirah alone. We need both wings working 
together. When we understand yirah together with ahavah, 
a boundary can become an expression of love rather than a 
source of distance.

When a teacher or parent possesses Yirat Shamayim, they 
relate to a child’s life with responsibility and seriousness. 
The adult wants to give him what may be the most essential 
foundation for living well: the knowledge that a good life 
is connected to Yirat Shamayim and to learning how to live 
properly before Hashem.

Rabbi Nachman teaches that just as we have a mitzvah to 
give tzedakah, ensuring that those around us have food, 
clothing, and what they need to live well physically, we also 

14    Lifnim Vlachutz ┃Yamim Noraim 5787

If students feel inspired, curious, and connected, 
then yirah is opening them up. If they feel ashamed, 
anxious, or paralyzed, then we have unintentionally 
taught fear rather than reverence.

A life of Avodat Hashem cannot rise through love 
alone or through yirah alone. We need both wings 
working together. When we understand yirah 
together with ahavah, a boundary can become an 
expression of love rather than a source of distance.
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have a responsibility to offer “spiritual tzedakah”: to help 
them acquire the tools they need to live well spiritually.

If I love my child, I want him to live well, eat well, remain 
healthy, and receive what he needs, even when providing 
what he needs involves something painful, such as taking him 
to the dentist or giving him a shot. A child may experience 
that moment as painful. Over time, they recognize that their 
parent acted out of love and concern.

With true yirah, there is also love. There is care. There is 
closeness. There is compassion. Precisely because we relate 
to a child’s life seriously, we are willing to set limits.

A boundary of “no,” when it emerges from concern and love, 
helps shape the boundaries that children need in order to 
cultivate their own Yirat Shamayim.

5.	 IN WHAT WAYS SHOULD OUR UNDERSTANDING OF YIRAH SHAPE OUR EXPERIENCE OF 	
THE YAMIM NORAIM?

RYG: The Yamim Noraim are perhaps the ultimate 
expression of this coexistence of yirah and ahavah. We 
stand before Hashem in judgment. We speak openly about 
accountability, mortality, failure and consequence. It would 
be a mistake to sanitize those themes from the experience. 
U'netaneh Tokef is supposed to be unsettling. Malchuyot asks 
us to confront Divine sovereignty. Yom Kippur demands that 
we acknowledge that we have failed.

But remarkably, none of that produces distance. It produces 
teshuvah.

That may be the great paradox of the Yamim Noraim. The 
very God before Whom we stand in judgment is the God 
toward Whom we run for forgiveness. The seriousness 
of the relationship is not evidence of His distance; it is an 
expression of the relationship's significance.

The goal of the Yamim Noraim, then, should be to emerge 
more conscious of Him, more aware that our choices matter, 
more conscious of what has been entrusted to us, and 
therefore more ambitious about what our relationship with 
Him can become.

DPK: The Yamim Noraim should lead us to examine the 
health of our relationship with Hashem. We should fear that 
our actions may have created distance in that relationship 
and feel genuine regret for the ways we have fallen short of 
our own ideals.

But we should not fear Hashem. Hashem is compassionate, 
loving, and always desires our return. The purpose of the 
Yamim Noraim is not to make us afraid of God; it is to inspire us 
to come closer, repair what has been damaged, and recommit 
ourselves to becoming the people Hashem knows we can be.

RSG: Our understanding of yirah should fundamentally 
shape the way we experience the Yamim Noraim. These days 
are called the “Days of Awe” not because they are meant 
to leave us feeling anxious or afraid, but because they are 
an opportunity to stand before Hashem with a deeper 
awareness of who He is, who we are, and what our lives are 
meant to become.

Multiple times throughout our tefillot on Rosh Hashanah 
and Yom Kippur, we ask Hashem to place His fear upon 
all of creation: ָמַַעֲֲשֶֶׂיך כָָּל  עַַל  אֱֱלֹקֵֵינוּ  ה׳  פַַּחְְדְְּךָ  תֵֵּן  וּבְְכֵֵן 

וְְאֵֵימָָתְְךָ עַַל כָָּל מַַה שֶֶּׁבָָּרָָאתָָ.

What do we mean when we ask for God’s fear? In On 
Repentance, Rav Joseph B. Soloveitchik addresses this very 
question. He recounts a conversation with a prominent 
psychiatrist who questioned why we would ever pray for 
fear, arguing that fear is a source of much human suffering.

Rav Soloveitchik responds by distinguishing between the 
fears that diminish us and the one fear that can ultimately 
liberate us. Human beings are often consumed by fear: fear 
of failure, of losing status, of financial insecurity, illness, 
aging, or rejection. These fears narrow our perspective and 
leave us focused primarily on ourselves. But there is one fear 
powerful enough to displace all others: Yirat Hashem. We 
pray for this higher fear because it frees us from the lesser 
fears that so often control our lives.

When understood properly, yirah is not about feeling 
small or powerless. True yirah does not leave us paralyzed 
but rather moves us toward growth. It inspires humility 
without diminishing our worth, and responsibility without 
overwhelming us with guilt. It allows us to surrender 
the illusion that we are fully in control, recognize our 
dependence on Hashem, and place our lives within a larger 
framework of meaning and purpose.

This is precisely the work of the Yamim Noraim. Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur interrupt our routines and invite 
us to step back from the distractions of daily life. They ask us 
to examine who we are, how we are living, and whether our 
choices reflect the people we hope to become. The shofar, 
the confessions of Yom Kippur, and the repeated references 

But there is one fear powerful enough to displace all 
others: Yirat Hashem. We pray for this higher fear 
because it frees us from the lesser fears that so often 
control our lives.



to Hashem’s kingship all serve to awaken within us a sense 
of perspective and accountability so that we can emerge 
with a clearer sense of, and commitment to, our mission.

RDS: Many people come to the Yamim Noraim with fear at 
the center of their experience. Of all the things a person 
fears, the central fear from which the others develop is the 
fear of death: that I may reach the end of my life without 
having lived meaningfully or done what I was meant to do. 

The fear of death is therefore the fear that I will not have 
existed in a meaningful way. I believe that this fear, together 
with the drive to live meaningfully, is the experience of 
standing before the Infinite. My desire to cleave to Hashem 
is the desire to touch eternity, to become part of that which 
does not disappear.

That is how I experience yirah, and it appears throughout 
the themes of the Yamim Noraim.

Rosh Hashanah is a beginning. When a baby is born, the 
first hours are very important. The beginning of a year is 
also critical. What happens in the first moments matters.

That is why it is called Rosh Hashanah, the head of the year, 
not merely the beginning of the year. The head contains 
everything, and the entire essence of the year is contained 
within this day.

There is a year ahead of us, and we are concerned with what 
will unfold during that year. Rosh Hashanah is both the Day 

of Remembrance and the day on which we crown Hashem 
as King.

Each of these themes deserves to be explored in its own 
right, but in the experience of yirah, they are intertwined 
on a national, not personal, level. Zikaron calls us back to 
what is primary and central, awakening us to the reality of 
the year before us. Malchut gives that awareness its center: 
there is a King over the year and over our lives, and we stand 
before Him in a real way.

Yom Kippur brings this process into a more private and 
personal realm. It is a day of atonement, accounting, 
confession, cleansing, and a renewed beginning: a movement 
toward purity.

Yirah drives the process of the Yamim Noraim. The more 
deeply I confront my desire for my life to matter, the more 
I recognize that its meaning depends on my connection 
to Hashem. That requires me to identify and remove 
the barriers that stand between us. The more a person 
becomes purified, the fewer barriers remain between him 
and Hashem, allowing for a more direct and immediate 
encounter. From that encounter, a person can begin again.
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The more a person becomes purified, the fewer 
barriers remain between him and Hashem, allowing 
for a more direct and immediate encounter. From that 
encounter, a person can begin again.



The Yamim Noraim are filled with thousands of words of tefillah developed over the course of generations to trigger 
our thoughts, inspiring us to connect with Hashem and these days.

It can be easy to lose ourselves in the machzor, the words, even when we try to personalize them and make them 
more meaningful.

Perhaps, taking a step out of the machzor and writing our own tefillah can help us hone in on what we care most 
about this year, infusing even more meaning into davening from the machzor. 

The core structure of tefillah, as developed by Chazal, is fairly simple. Follow the instructions below to compose your own 
tefillah and don’t forget to actually communicate your writing with Hashem.

Step 1 ~ Shevach ~ Praise

When you look at the world around us and recognize 
something amazing that Hashem deserves to be praised for. 

What is something specific you noticed today that 
allows you to recognize Hashem’s greatness?

Step 2 ~ Hodaah ~ Thank YOU

Hodaah is when you show gratitude for something 
specific that someone has done for you. 

What is something that you can say thank you to  
Hashem for today? 

Step 3 ~ Bakasha ~ A Request

This part is the easiest for many of us. Ask yourself: 

What do I want? For myself, for my family or for 
others? (Choose one thing)

Step 4 ~ Going Deeper into Bakasha 

Let’s dig a little deeper -
Ask yourself this 2 or 3 times so that you get to the core of  
why you want the thing you wanted. The answer may  
surprise you! 

Speaking to Hashem in My Own Words
Adapted from Rav Dov Singer’s book, Prepare My Prayer, available from Koren publishers 

Now recite your finished tefillah, noticing how it feels to talk to Hashem in your own words.

Hello Hashem, it’s your humble servant (_____ ben/bat ______). 

You are so incredible because (insert shevach from step 1 here)!  

I am so grateful that you have (insert hodaah from step 2 here) for me! 

Once we’re talking, I have one thing I have been thinking that I really want to ask you for. Please (insert bakasha from 
step 3 here). 

This is so important to me because (insert your insights from step 4 here).
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When engaged in Torah learning through Lifnai Vlifnim, we listen carefully and learn to bring our inner world to the Torah 
we learn and mitzvot we perform. Parnasut gives us the opportunity to do the same with other people in our life, allowing us to 
simultaneously ‘support’ and ‘be supported’ by them.

From around the world, students from Lifnai Vlifnim’s network schools inspire us by talking about their personal relationship 
to the Yamim Noraim and Yirat Hashem. We asked them to respond to one of the following three questions:

What feeling do you most 
associate with the Yamim 

Noraim? What part of the day 
brings up that feeling for you?

One way of understanding Yirat 
Hashem is “Wow, Hashem is 

amazing”- what in your world 
makes you feel that way?

What specific part of the Rosh Hashana 
or Yom Kippur davening (the machzor 

or a specific experience during davening 
- something that happens in shul) is 

meaningful to you? Why?
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Students Reflect on theYamim Nor aim :פרנסות

The thing in this world that makes me feel the most 
like “wow, Hashem is amazing!” is the fulfillment of 

the nevuah of kibbutz galiyos. Seeing how Hashem 
is bringing all of the Jewish people together 

mei'arba kanfos haAretz is an incredible thing 
that enhances my Yirat Hashem since it is so 
obvious that it wouldn’t be possible without 

Hashem making it happen.

- Yonah Levitt, 11th Grade 
Kohelet Yeshiva High School, Philadelphia, PA

The feeling I associate most with Rosh Hashana/
Yom Kippur is nostalgia, because any time I 
think of Chagim, my first thought is of family 
dinners and memories of my childhood. Now 
every year on Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, 

certain symbols such as pomegranates, apples 
and honey, circle challahs, gummy fish heads, white 

clothing, and crocs will cause an almost deja vu effect.

- Sari Schwartz, 11th Grade 
Ulpanat Orot, Toronto, Canada

There are so many parts of the world that make 
me think "wow, Hashem is amazing", and I 

really try to internalize that as much as I can. 
Specifically, there are two things that give 

me this feeling. One is nature. When I see a 
beautiful landscape, a stunning sunrise, just the 
beauty of nature, there is such a deep recognition of 
how amazing Hashem is. The second thing is the small 
things in life that could be played off as coincidence but 
are really Yad Hashem. We don't need big miracles to see 
Hashem; when something minor happens in my day, I 
try to recognize it as Yad Hashem, and I remember that 

He is with us through everything, no matter how small, 
and the fact that He does that is incredible.

- Naama Prager, 12th Grade 
Ma’ayanot Yeshiva High School, Teaneck, NJ

I associate spirituality with Yamim Noraim. The feeling 
starts when we start doing selichot and ends a few 

days after Yom Kippur. I’m very careful with 
everything I do during this time, when I try 

to be a better version of myself and I try 
to be a better Jew. I feel a “climax” to this 

feeling during the last shofar blow on Yom 
Kippur, which for the last few years has left me 

awestruck every time I’ve heard it. It’s a feeling that 
connects me to Hashem every year a little more.

- Sarah Irira, 12th Grade 
YTA Girls, Beit Shemesh, Israel

Neilah on Yom Kippur is meaningful to me. Everyone is 
tired from fasting, but the davening feels more intense 
because the day is almost over. It makes the final 

moments of Yom Kippur feel important.

- Ari Pollack, 11th Grade 
Fuchs Mizrachi School, Cleveland, OH

On Rosh Hashanah, I feel excited for the 
new year and what’s to come, and for the 
opportunity to create more meaningful 

experiences in my life. On Yom Kippur, I feel 
hungry and excited for the night to come, but 
during the day, I find myself experiencing a sense 

of bliss. It’s strange because, at first, you might think 
you would only be wondering, “When am I going to 

eat?” But when I’m praying, all of that goes away.

- Candice Banon, 11th Grade 
Azrieli Herzliah High School, Montreal, Quebec
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