
Introduction 
î The Days Between

betWeen beginning And beginning

We measure time in lines—forward and back. We count 
the years of our lives from zero to the end. We count the 
days from Rosh Hashanah to Yom Kippur: ten.

But we also measure time in cycles—birthdays and 
memorial days, monthly and yearly holidays, the weekly 
return of the Sabbath. Spring and fall, and spring again. 
And we count cycles not from beginning to end but from 
beginning to beginning. Season begets season, month be-
gets month, day begets day, without pause. No sooner has 
a year begun than we start counting the days until the next 
New Year.

The two kinds of time, linear and cyclical, are always 
with us, and never more so than during the High Holiday 
season, when darkness and light intermingle. A year has 
passed, and we are aware of being a year closer to our death. 
And yet, we are given a chance to start fresh.

The turning of the year—t’shuvat hashanah, as the New 
Year is sometimes referred to in the Bible*—reminds us 
that all ends are beginnings and all beginnings can be turn-

*2 Samuel 11:1, 1 Kings 20:22, 1 Kings 20:26, 1 Chronicles 20:1, 
and 2 Chronicles 36:10.
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ings. As the year turns and we become aware that the days 
are growing shorter—or, in the Southern Hemisphere, as 
we see them begin to lengthen—we turn, deliberately and 
with deliberation, to confront the great challenges of our 
lives. Who will live and who will die? asks Un’taneh Tókef 
K’dushat Hayom (We Declare the Utter Sanctity of This 
Day), a central liturgical passage of Rosh Hashanah and 
Yom Kippur. When and how will we come to our end? To 
these questions, we may add: What kind of life will we live 
in the time we have? Where in our life will we find purpose 
and meaning?

betWeen rosh hAshAnAh And yoM kiPPUr

We often think of the High Holidays—in Hebrew, Haya-
mim Hanora’im, the Days of Awe—as referring to Rosh 
Hashanah (the New Year holiday) and Yom Kippur (the 
Day of Atonement). But it is more accurate, and truer to 
the spirit of the season, to view the High Holidays as a span 
of time, a continuous progression that begins at the onset 
of Rosh Hashanah and concludes at the close of Yom Kip-
pur, the holiest day of the year. Another name for this span 
is Aséret Y’mey T’shuvah, the Ten Days of Turning, or Re-
turning. T’shuvah, the keynote word of the High Holidays, 
derives from the Hebrew word- root shuv—“to return, to 
do again.” “Repentance,” the English translation of t’shu-
vah that is often found in prayer books, is misleading, for it 
fails to convey the hopefulness embedded in shuv, with its 
promise of new beginnings and second chances. We might 
instead think of t’shuvah as turning the heart: turning away 
from ordinary matters of the world in order to return to 
oneself, taking account of one’s actions, reflecting on where 
one has been in the past year and where one is headed in the 
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year to come. Aséret Y’mey T’shuvah—ten days of meeting 
oneself face- to- face, opening the heart to change.*

betWeen PAst And FUtUre,  
betWeen birth And deAth

What does it mean to be “between,” to dwell in the be-
tween?

In Hebrew, twilight is beyn hash’mashot—literally, “be-
tween the suns.” So too in English: twi- light, two lights, or 
the “between- light,” the light between night and day. Time 
that is neither day nor night but the span between them. 
Liminal time, the most evocative minutes of the twenty- 
four hours.

But is not all time liminal? Aren’t we always poised just 
before what is about to happen? Positioned between dawn 
and dusk, dusk and dawn, we live between past and future 
because we cannot live in them; we cannot act in them or 
change their outcomes. In this sense, past and future don’t 
exist for us; only the time between them—the present 
time—exists.

Yet the present is never captured or even grasped; no 
sooner is it here than it is gone. What, then, are we left 
with? What do we have?

If by “to have” we mean to possess, to keep, “to have and 
to hold,” then truly we have nothing, because nothing in 
this life stays with us. How do we live with the knowledge 
not just of our own mortality but of the truth that we can-
not hold on to anything? How do we keep from succumb-
ing to despair?

*The concept of t’shuvah is discussed further in part 5, pages 
214–218.
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“All is vapor, nothing but vapors!” cries the author of 
Ecclesiastes. Nothing on earth is substantial. So, too, the 
eighteenth- century Japanese poet Issa laments, upon the 
death of his child, “The world of dew is a world of dew.” 
Everything vanishes; there is no other reality.

Un’taneh Tókef K’dushat Hayom compares human life 
to “dry grass, withering blossoms, passing shadows, vanish-
ing clouds, drifting wind, scattering dust, a fleeting dream.”

The evanescence of time is a universal theme.
But Issa’s poem does not stop there. It concludes, “And 

yet, and yet”: nonetheless, we love. This is what it means to 
be human.

Un’taneh Tókef goes on to affirm that the source of all 
life exists in perpetuity and we are part of that greater 
wholeness: our names are linked to its name. Although we 
cannot hold on to any moment, we are alive in the ongoing 
flow of “between,” from which we are inseparable. This too 
is what it means to be human. To be fully aware of our con-
nectedness to everything in our world can bring serenity 
and fulfillment.

betWeen the covers oF this book

The Days Between is a companion for travelers on the to- 
and- fro journey of Aséret Y’mey T’shuvah, the Ten Days 
of Returning—inward to the self and outward to rela-
tionships between self and other. Like my previous book 
of liturgy, The Book of Blessings, this book re- creates Jew-
ish prayer from an inclusive, nonhierarchical perspective. 
While all the offerings here, in Hebrew as well as English, 
are new, they are steeped in biblical and rabbinic themes 
and imagery.

There is no “God” in these pages—but every page, I 
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hope, evokes the sacred. The Days Between is for all those 
seeking to participate in Jewish civilization and culture 
without compromising intellectual or spiritual integrity. 
This includes nontheists as well as theists, those who iden-
tify as religious or spiritual, as well as those who call them-
selves secular or humanist. The High Holiday liturgy, with 
its emphasis on sin and judgment, can strike a discordant 
note even for those who pray regularly during the year. My 
intention in this book is to bring fresh language and mean-
ing to the seasonal liturgy and to speak to the widest pos-
sible spectrum of Jews looking for a new experience of the 
High Holidays.

Three themes central to the traditional liturgy are at the 
core of this book: t’shuvah, s’liḥah (forgiveness), and mor-
tality. S’liḥah here includes self- forgiveness, as well as the 
forgiveness we seek from others for our wrongs, missteps, 
and failings.

The book is in five parts, the first four of which are 
liturgy and the last an essay.

Parts 1 and 3, for Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, re-
spectively, offer bilingual (Hebrew and English) bless-
ings and prayers for the home, the synagogue, and other 
individual and communal settings. The Hebrew and En-
glish are not exact equivalents but rather parallel passages; 
neither is a translation of the other. (In some cases, the En-
glish was written first; in other cases, the Hebrew.) Brief 
introductions precede several of the more complex litur-
gical offerings.

Part 1 opens with “Approaching the Gates,” a set of bless-
ings for the festive Rosh Hashanah meal. This is followed 
by “Opening the Heart,” a selection of prayers based on 
core elements of the Rosh Hashanah synagogue service. 
Part 1 closes with “We Cast into the Depths of the Sea,” a 
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re- creation of the ritual of Tashlikh, which is customarily 
performed near a body of water on the first day of the holi-
day (on the second day, if the first day falls on the Sabbath).

Part 3 begins with “Gathering In,” blessings for use in 
the home on Yom Kippur eve. “Turning the Heart,” which 
focuses on key themes of the holy day, derives from seg-
ments of the synagogue services. It includes, among other 
offerings, a re- visioning of Kol Nidrey, the most famous—
and perhaps most puzzling—moment of the High Holiday 
liturgy. The ritual commonly referred to as Yizkor, which 
honors deceased loved ones, is re- created with recitations, 
poems, and meditations in “Remembering the Lives.” 
“N’ilah: Closing of the Gates” provides the denouement 
and ending of Yom Kippur. “From End to Beginning” is a 
transition back to secular time.

Part 2 of the book, “Window, Bird, Sky” (in English 
only), bridges Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, touching 
on aspects of awareness not overtly given voice in parts 1 
and 3. Comprising a Daily Psalm (poem) and a Direction 
of the Heart (prose meditation) for each of the Ten Days 
of Returning, this section is meant to support inner reflec-
tion and contemplation during the full span of the sea-
son, so that the holy days become the end points on a con-
tinuum of deepening t’shuvah.

Part 4 was composed in response to requests from vari-
ous groups seeking innovative self- contained services. 
Toward this end, I arranged elements from parts 1, 2, and 
3 into the service “Entering the Gates,” for use on Rosh 
Hashanah and/or Yom Kippur.

Part 5, an essay on Un’taneh Tókef K’dushat Hayom, ana-
lyzes the complex structure and content of this key piece of 
liturgy and explores ways to reframe theological concepts 
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found in it—concepts that echo throughout the High 
Holidays.

it is My hoPe that The Days Between—whether used 
as alternative or supplement to the traditional liturgy, in 
synagogue pews or at the dinner table, by a riverbank or at 
a kitchen window—will bring light to the days and enrich-
ment to the season. As the year turns yet again, may the 
heart, too, turn once more—to fresh beginnings and to the 
begetting of one’s best self.


