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Empowerment, 
Not Police

What Are We to Do 
with Problematic 
Liturgical Passages?

Rabbi Dalia Marx, PhD

Avinu Malkeinu is one of the most beloved liturgical pieces of the High 
Holy Days, the very symbol of the Days of Awe and the spirit of the 

Jewish New Year. Its tune evokes ancient memories from long before we 
were born. The emotion in the synagogue mounts as the cantor sings the 
poem or chants it responsively with the congregation; and then the entire 
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congregation joins together in the final verse, singing as one, expressing 
their collective yearning, apprehension, and profound hope.

Carried along by the wave of the haunting melody, we sometimes 
forget that Avinu Malkeinu contains some difficult challenges. Rabbi 
David A. Teutsch, PhD, writes:

Perhaps more than any other prayer, Avinu Malkeinu 
invokes the image of a long-bearded king sitting in judg-
ment upon his throne. How many are the ways that this 
image can trouble us! Some Jews are struggling to recover 
from the harsh judgment of parents or peers, or from harsh 
self-judgments. Some are struggling to escape from the 
transcendent imagery of God and replace it with the divine 
within. Some have trouble with the maleness in the image.1

In addition to this, Avinu Malkeinu is very long.2 Yet, as Teutsch him-
self recognizes, “There is a powerful core of truth in the Avinu Malkeinu 
that transcends the trouble of [its] imagery.”3 Even liberal prayer books 
include it,4 usually altering the text to make it more acceptable for their 
communities.

How are we to react to discomforting, annoying, or troubling pas-
sages in our prayers? The need to confront difficult liturgical texts is fun-
damental to contemporary liberal Judaism. As it turns out, however, even 
though the challenges are contemporary, the solutions are frequently not 
modern at all.

Traditional Ways of Coping with Troubling Sacred 
Texts
Not only the liturgy but the Bible itself is the result of many centuries 
of creation and redaction, most of it so hidden from our eyes that we 
can only guess at the issues faced by its editors. For example, the stories 
about King David reveal indirect criticism of him, but only if we read 
between the lines. Rabbinic literature preserves controversies regarding 
certain biblical books that gained entry into the canon (e.g., Ecclesiastes 
and Esther) only with great difficulty, while other candidates for inclu-
sion were passed over.5

Once the canon was in place, however, the Rabbis faced the fur-
ther challenge of how to use it liturgically. Their approach is difficult to 
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discern because there were still no written prayer books and the wording 
of prayers was not yet completely fixed. Instead, we will try to learn from 
the manner in which our ancestors dealt with another sacred text, the most 
sacred one, the Bible. Many of its parts—the five books of Torah, the 
Five Scrolls, many psalms and prophetic passages—are recited as part of 
our liturgy. Some of them contain parts that the Rabbis deemed difficult, 
and they were reluctant to include certain passages in public synagogue 
worship. They seem to have applied various approaches to dealing with 
troubling biblical texts when used liturgically. Below I list six of them:

	 1.	They replaced them: The Rabbis could not change the actual text in 
the written Bible, but they could replace problematic phrases with 
laundered euphemisms when they were read aloud, as we see from 
a comment preserved by the Tosefta (third century CE):

All offensive texts written in the Torah are to be read as 
praise: for example, “You shall betroth a wife, and another 
man shall ravish her [yishgalenah]” (Deuteronomy 28:30) 
is to be read aloud as “Shall lie with her [yishkavenah].” 
(Tosefta, Megillah 3:39)

This bold approach records two versions of a text: the written 
one and an oral alternative. In most editions of the Hebrew Bible 
both versions appear: the “tainted” word—k’tiv (“as written”)—
appears within the text but without vowels; while a replacement 
that is to be read aloud—k’rei (“as read”)—appears in the margin. 
The offensive word is retained in the text but is not said aloud in 
public.6

	 2.	They did not translate it: During the Torah service in the ancient 
synagogue the weekly portion was read aloud first in Hebrew, the 
language of the Torah, and then in Aramaic translation, the spo-
ken language of the time (this custom continued until the High 
Middle Ages, and is still practiced in some Yemenite synagogues). 
Again, the Tosefta provides the relevant rule:

Some [biblical passages] are read and translated, [some are] 
read and not translated, [some are] neither read nor trans-
lated. (Tosefta, Megillah 3:31)
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One of the examples given for a text that is read but not translated 
is the story about Reuven, who slept with Bilhah, his father Jacob’s 
concubine (Genesis 35:22). This troubling story was heard in the 
sacred tongue that only educated members of the community 
understood. Its content remained unavailable for everyone else.

	 3.	They did not read it at all: Sometimes the Rabbis specify texts that 
are “neither read nor translated.” This was not possible with the 
Torah, the entirety of which had to be publicly read in the course 
of the regular cycle.7 The haftarah (prophetic) readings, however, 
were negotiable, and the Rabbis specified some passages that were 
not to be selected, such as the embarrassing story of King David 
and Bathsheba, the married woman he watched bathing and took 
for himself while her husband was off in battle, fighting for him 
(2 Samuel 11–12). The Rabbis were embarrassed by the utterly 
immoral conduct of the king of Israel and probably were uncom-
fortable with the sexual ethics expressed in it, so they ordered this 
story not to be read in the synagogue at all. The change here goes 
beyond being read differently. The text is so discomforting that it 
is removed from the public sphere completely.

	 4.	They explained it differently: Another method employed by the 
Sages is reinterpretation, a strategy designed to remedy a portrait 
of biblical figures as flawed. A lengthy Gemara passage addresses 
several such cases, including Reuven and David:

Said Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachmani in the name of Rabbi 
Yonatan...: Whoever claims that Reuven sinned is mis-
taken ... [he just] disordered his father’s bed and the Torah 
imputes [blame] to him as though he had slept with her 
[Bilhah].... Whoever claims that David sinned is mistaken 
... David thought about doing the sinful act but didn’t 
actually do it. (Talmud, Shabbat 55b–56b)

As we saw, the latter would never have arisen in synagogue services 
at all, but the former would have—at least for those who under-
stood the Hebrew, but the same learned people who followed the 
reading in Hebrew might also know the Gemara’s exonerating 
explanation of how to understand it.
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	 5.	They juxtaposed it with other texts: We have already seen how the 
Torah is read liturgically “cover to cover,” while the haftarot were 
chosen selectively due to many considerations, generally because 
of their textual or thematic connection to the Torah reading they 
accompany. Alternatively, the haftarah elaborates on something 
that was mentioned in the Torah portion, or it provides a differ-
ent perspective to the Torah reading. But sometimes the haftarah 
challenges the Torah portion that it follows! The traditional Torah 
reading for Yom Kippur, for example, is a detailed description of 
the high priest’s service in the Tabernacle, including the slaughter-
ing of the sacrificial offering and the sprinkling of the blood, and 
so forth (Leviticus 16).8 The Rabbis chose a prophetic reading in 
which Isaiah harshly criticizes the people’s precise performance of 
these commandments as devoid of meaning, stressing the superior-
ity of moral conduct over empty ritual (Isaiah 57:14–58:14). The 
haftarah may also deflect our attention away from a difficult text by 
concentrating on an altogether different aspect of the Torah por-
tion in question. In any case, the haftarah creates a stimulating dia-
logue with the Torah, and each teaches something about the other.

	 6.	They dramatized the reading to make their discomfort clear to the 
listeners: Some Torah passages promise blessing in return for meri-
torious conduct but also curses for going astray. Two portions in 
particular are known, therefore, as B’rakhot uk’lalot (“Blessings 
and Curses”): B’chukotai (Leviticus 26:14–43) and Ki Tavo (Deu-
teronomy 28:15–68). As part of Torah, they could not be skipped, 
but the Rabbis cringed at reading these threats in all their horrid 
detail. They therefore ruled that the curses be recited rapidly and 
in a whisper—a clear acknowledgment that the text is problematic.

A parallel tactic utilizes the musical tropes that are employed; 
these too influence the way the readings are heard and understood. 
Special musical tropes accompany the reading of the Five Scrolls 
that are read on fasts and festivals. All five of them have their own 
melodic style: a festive chant for Ruth (on Shavuot), Ecclesiastes 
(on Sukkot), and Song of Songs (on Pesach); a particularly joy-
ous sound for Esther on Purim; a mournful trope for Lamenta-
tions (on Tisha B’av, the anniversary of the Temple’s destruction). 
Interestingly, some verses in the scroll of Esther are recited in the 
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sad trope of Lamentations—for example, the listing of the vessels 
used in the king’s feast (Esther 1:7)—because traditionally they 
were believed to have been taken from the Jerusalem Temple.

These six traditional strategies deal with the public performance of dif-
ficult biblical texts. They call attention to problematic texts by replacing 
them or by not translating them, by refraining even from publicly reading 
them and by providing them with less difficult interpretations, by juxta-
posing them with other texts and thus coloring their perception, or by 
using performative means to convey the challenges they contain. It seems 
that worshipers could not help but ask such things as why a particular 
verse was not translated, why the reader read rapidly through a section, in 
a whisper, and why a mournful trope was used.

It is enlightening to see that our ancestors did not seek easy solu-
tions to the problems involved with reading the Bible publicly. Quite the 
contrary, they preserved the tension that they saw in the text, so that their 
reservations (and even their outright objections) were duly noted along-
side the text within their worship.9 In short, all these devices are used 
not only to present us with a more acceptable text but also to cause us to 
struggle with it, to reflect on it, and to engage with it.

All the above deal with the use of the Bible in services, not in prayer 
books themselves. Prayer books are different, since the Bible is consid-
ered a sacred and unchangeable writ that even the most radical reformers 
treated it as a closed canon beyond the possibility of actual modification. 
The Rabbis could experiment with what and how much of it to read in 
services, using the strategies reviewed above, but they could not change the 
text they had inherited. The liturgy, however, had never been completely 
canonized and closed to change. It emerged in authoritative forms only 
in the ninth century and, indeed in many circles, is still evolving. Prayer 
books are much more fluid and open than the Bible. Still, we can learn 
from the Rabbinic devices for dealing with difficult biblical language and 
apply them to the liturgy as well. Keeping them in mind, let us see how 
some contemporary liturgists have dealt with the Avinu Malkeinu.

Modern Liturgical Sensitivities
In the 1960s, Jakob Petuchowski created a list of the major concerns that 
have animated liturgical reform through the years:
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	 1.	Abbreviation of the traditional service
	 2.	Use of the vernacular
	 3.	Omission of angelology
	 4.	Toning down of particularism
	 5.	Omission of prayers for the ingathering of the exiles and the return 

to Zion
	 6.	Omission of the prayers for the restoration of the sacrificial cult
	 7.	 Substitution of the “Messianic Age” and “Redemption” for a per-

sonal messiah
	 8.	Substitution of spiritual immortality for physical resurrection
	 9.	Provision of variety—psalms and prayers used in the traditional 

liturgy on a single occasion are distributed over various occasions
	 10.	Addition of new prayers voicing contemporary concerns10

It is obvious even from a quick glance at this list that some of the issues 
are still relevant today in liberal liturgy, while others have become less so. 
Most striking perhaps is the fact that gender-related concerns are alto-
gether absent from Petuchowski’s list. Despite their ubiquitous presence 
today, the feminist critique entered liturgical discourse only in the late 
1970s or early 1980s and became central only in the mid- to late 1990s.

To be sure, liberal Jewish theology already manifested some gender-
related interest as early as nineteenth-century Germany, when the benedic-
tion thanking God “for not making me a woman” was omitted from the 
morning benedictions. Still, the search for gender-balanced language and for 
equal liturgical participation of women did not gain prominence until the 
last decades of the twentieth century. Only in the late 1970s and ’80s did 
women gradually appear as religious leaders and equal prayer participants in 
non-Orthodox synagogues of North America, and later on in Israel.

Feminists were increasingly concerned that women’s sensibility and 
experience be reflected in Jewish life. They hoped that women would 
be allowed to reshape the rabbinate and the cantorate rather than sim-
ply follow traditional male models. Most importantly, they sought to 
incorporate women’s voices and thoughts into Jewish liturgy and into the 
interpretation of classical Jewish texts.11

This feminist critique generated its own list of concerns. Examples 
might easily come from North America, the United Kingdom, or else-
where, but where possible I will make a point of drawing on illustrations 
from the exclusively Hebrew-language liturgies of Israel.
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Inclusive Language When Referring to Worshipers

A Hebrew example appears in the early morning prayer that thanks God 
for restoring our souls: “I gratefully acknowledge....” The feminine form 
(modah ani) is juxtaposed to the male form (modeh ani).12

The Addition of Representative Female Characters

Liberal prayer books regularly began adding the names of the matriarchs 
(Sarah, Rebecca, Leah, and Rachel) to the patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob) in the first blessing of the Amidah. Here is the version that 
appears in the 1991 Israeli edition of Ha’avodah Shebalev (my English 
translation in parentheses):

(Blessed are You, Adonai our God  
and God of our fathers and mothers
	 God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob,
	 God of Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel  
and Leah ...
Blessed are You, Adonai, shield of 
Abraham and the One who remembers 
Sarah.)13

In the blessing for redemption (G’ulah), following the Sh’ma, Miriam’s 
name is often added to the name of Moses:

(Moses, Miriam and the children of  
Israel exclaimed a song to You with 
great joy, and they all said:
“Who is like You among the 
might.”)14

Reclaiming and Adapting Old Rituals or Creating Altogether  
New Rituals and New Ritual Opportunities

At stake here is the celebration of women’s experience, something more 
or less absent altogether in traditional liturgies composed by men, for 
men.15 Compared to the United States, Israeli liberal women have been 
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somewhat slower to adopt rituals, prayers, and services created by and 
for women alone, but in recent years we have witnessed several. Some 
reclaim old female precedents; some adapt existing rituals to female expe-
rience; some innovate completely to address women’s life events.16

Among the reclaimed rituals lost in the course of history and 
rediscovered now are Rosh Chodesh (“new moon”) ceremonies, which 
premodern Judaism knew as a women’s holiday. Among the adapted cere-
monies are egalitarian weddings, baby-girl naming celebrations, and adult 
bat mitzvah ceremonies. Included in the newly created rituals are practices 
marking life passages such as first menstruation, the beginning of a spousal 
relationship, becoming pregnant, experiencing a miscarriage or an abor-
tion, undergoing fertility treatments, recovering from illness, suffering 
abuse, going through a divorce, reaching menopause, and many more.17

Gender-Inclusive and Gender-Balanced Metaphors of God

The most radical and controversial issue involves changes related to address-
ing and describing God.18 Despite the commonly accepted principle in the 
Jewish tradition that God has no body or physical image, we have no option 
but to draw on human imagination when referring to the divine. If all God’s 
images are masculine (e.g., king, father, warrior, shepherd, judge), women 
are forced to approach God only from the perspective of being the excluded 
“other.”19 Feminists have therefore called for creative reformulation of the 
male-centered “God-language.” In English (and to a lesser extent in other 
European languages) it is relatively easy to avoid referring to God in gen-
dered language, since the pronoun He can be easily changed to God without 
any further syntactical changes in the sentence, but in Hebrew the task is far 
more difficult, because all nouns, verbs, and adjectives are gendered.20

Avinu Malkeinu typifies the problems feminists face. It is the quin-
tessential High Holy Day statement of God as loving parent (with whom 
we may be intimate) and just ruler (who evokes awe and wonder). But 
it employs decidedly male-centered metaphors. No wonder, then, that 
Avinu Malkeinu has become a center of attention for contemporary lit-
urgists and worshipers alike. Evidence of the growing interest in gender 
issues in the last few decades can be discerned from Gates of Forgiveness, 
a collection of meditations and Selichot, the penitential service in prep-
aration for the Days of Awe, created by the North American Reform 
Movement. The 1980 edition reads:
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Our Father, our King, be gracious  
and answer us....21

The later edition, from 1993, changes both the Hebrew and the transla-
tion to gender-balanced language

Our Father, our Mother, be gracious  
and answer us....22

The revised version sacrifices the king imagery (malkeinu) in favor of 
addressing both “our father” and “our mother.” The Hebrew, however, 
proved more difficult to reconstruct. Given the need to have gendered 
grammar throughout the sentence, it retains masculine grammatical 
forms in what follows. University of Worcester professor Luke Devine 
explains, “Masculine imagery is tolerated [in Reform liturgy], but only (it 
seems) when it is immediately counterbalanced by feminine language.”23

Let us now survey different approaches to Avinu Malkeinu in liberal 
liturgies as a test case for dealing with challenging texts.

No More Avinu?! No More Malkeinu?! 
Contemporary Treatments of the Poem
As mentioned above, Avinu Malkeinu is problematic in at least four 
aspects: length, gender, penitential rhetoric, and the images of God.

The North American Reform machzor Gates of Repentance (1978) 
contains a shortened version of Avinu Malkeinu and moves the penitential 
verse “We have sinned before You” from the beginning to a later point in 
the prayer, where it may not be quite as noticeable; but it does not seem to 
be disturbed either by the idea of kingship or by the masculine imagery—
it simply translates, “Our Father, our King.”24 It thereby represents, along 
with the 1980 edition of Gates of Forgiveness (mentioned above), the era 
just before gender-related issues became central for editors of progressive 
liturgies. I will turn below to contemporary American Reform liturgy.

The editors of Kavanat Halev, the Israeli Reform machzor (1989), 
chose a multifaceted approach: they kept Avinu Malkeinu but coupled 
it with two more poems (reproduced in appendix B). The first is a short 
version of the Sephardi hymn Eloheinu Shebashamayim (“Our God in 
Heaven”), referring to God in a gender-neutral voice. The second is an 
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offering composed especially for the machzor by Rabbi Yehoram Mazor, 
Shekhinah M’kor Chayeinu (“Shekhinah, Source of Our Lives”), which 
addresses God in feminine language and refers to God’s caring and nur-
turing aspects. Prayer leaders can choose among the options. In addition, 
the alternatives are available for congregations who follow tradition in 
omitting Avinu Malkeinu on Shabbat.25

More recent progressive machzorim—those published after the era 
of Gates of Repentance—address the gender aspects of Avinu Malkeinu. The 
machzor of British Liberal Jews, Machzor Ruach Chadashah (2003), main-
tains the traditional Hebrew but provides a translation that tones down 
both the masculine and the royal imagery: “Our Creator, our Sovereign.” 
In addition, it provides a supplication about the Shekhinah, the presence 
of God that is feminine both in nature and in grammar.26 The draft of 
the new British Reform machzor Forms of Prayer (2014) includes four 
versions of the text. Two are shorter forms of the traditional text, and the 
third is the Sephardic penitential hymn Eloheinu Shebashamayim (“Our 
God in Heaven”), a gender-neutral text that appears in a shorter version 
in the Israeli Reform machzor (see appendix B). The last, and most inno-
vative, version contains an alphabetic acrostic of God’s many attributes. 
The author, Rabbi Paul Freedman, explains:

In order to emphasize that “avinu” and “malkeinu” are but 
two of the varied images that we may use in speaking to 
and of God, the version offers a wider range of epithets 
based on biblical and rabbinic sources.

The alphabetical acrostic reminds us that even this 
remains a limited selection. The acrostic structure begins 
with the two familiar masculine images but centers on the 
Sh’khinah, the feminine divine presence, dwelling, hidden 
in our midst.27

And indeed the line “God [= Shekhinah] who dwells among us, our 
Everpresent Hope, renew this year for us as a good year” is located in 
the middle of the poem and serves as an axis from which the entire text 
expands (see the entire poem in appendix B).

Let us now explore contemporary North American liturgies. The 
American Reconstructionist machzor Kol Haneshamah (1999) provides a 
commentary (cited above) by Rabbi David A. Teutsch, PhD, specifying 
the problematic nature of the poem. He concludes, however:

Naming God text.indd   129 5/21/15   9:13 AM



130   Precursors, Foundations, and Parallels

Despite these very real difficulties, there is a powerful core 
of truth in the Avinu Malkeinu that transcends the trouble 
many of us have with its imagery [...] chanting the Avinu 
Malkeinu reminds us of the standards by which we ought 
to judge ourselves.28

Kol Haneshamah then provides four alternatives. The first is the tradi-
tional Hebrew text with a gender-neutral translation:

Our creator, our sovereign, we  
have done wrong in your presence.29

The second is A Woman’s Meditation by Ruth Brin, which acknowledges 
the limitations of any image of God: “But I am a woman, not a slave, not 
a subject, not a child who longs for God as a father or mother.... God is 
far beyond what we can comprehend.”30 The third is an alternative ver-
sion, which changes the first words in every stanza—for example:

Our Source, our God, we have  
done wrong in your presence.31

Finally, Kol Haneshamah concedes, “Many other versions can be con-
structed to reflect different theological outlooks and ethical concerns.”32 
It encourages the worshipers to create their own version by selecting a 
word from each column to create their own introductory phrase:
I
Our mother
Our God
Our source
Our creator (literally, father)
Our presence

II
Our queen
In heaven
Our crown
Our presence
Our sovereign33
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The creators of this machzor aimed to provide a rich liturgical language 
for a diverse audience with a spectrum of needs.

The American Conservative Mahzor Lev Shalem (2010) cites the 
entire traditional poem both in Hebrew and in English, but instead of an 
English translation, it simply transliterates the Hebrew Avinu Malkeinu. An 
accompanying commentary emphasizes the liturgical centrality of the poem 
and the paradox of describing God as close and caring on one hand and dis-
tant and transcendent on the other. The commentary acknowledges that 
the images of “father” and “sovereign” that were so central to our ancestors 
“may not have the same resonance for us” and offers an alternative version 
“featuring a variety of imagery” along with the idea that “its alphabetical 
listing conveys the idea that we grasp the ineffable God through an infinite 
number of images.”34

Interestingly, Mahzor Lev Shalem’s Israeli Conservative (Masorti) 
counterpart, Machzor Pote’ach Sha’ar (2013), offers no special treatment 
of Avinu Malkeinu and settles for the traditional text alone.

Mishkan HaNefesh, the new North American Reform machzor (still 
in process), provides a shorter version of the traditional Avinu Malkeinu 
and (like the Conservative machzor) transliterates the terms avinu and 
malkeinu rather than translates them. The translation appears only in a 
footnote.35 Additionally, the Reform machzor provides a wide variety of 
alternative readings and meditations addressing God with various meta-
phors. The concluding service of Yom Kippur, for example, suggests a 
prayer called “Soul Sustainer, Source of Our Life.” Other prayers use the 
transliterated terms avinu and malkeinu with altogether novel content 
(see an example in appendix B).

The Jewish Renewal Movement is known for its openness to cre-
ating new liturgies and to reshaping old ones. Unlike the Reform, 
Reconstructionist, and Conservative Movements, Renewal is not an orga-
nized movement with a single official liturgy; nonetheless, the Renewal 
machzor published in 2014 by Rabbi Burt Jacobson of Kehilla Community 
Synagogue (Oakland, California) can serve as one example of many. It pro-
vides four sets of repeating metaphors that are used throughout the text. 
After the traditional address (making it the only contemporary liberal version 
that explicitly translates Avinu Malkeinu as “Our Father, our King”), it adds, 
“Our Mother, our Queen,” “Our Source and our Destiny,” and “Our Guide 
and our Truth.” In addition, the entire content of the prayer is recomposed 
primarily as requests for wisdom (see the full text in appendix B).
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The liturgy of the only Israeli congregation affiliated with Jewish 
Renewal, Jerusalem’s Nava Tehila, led by Rabbi Ruth Gan Kagan, pro-
vides the entire traditional text, but the address to the divine alternates 
between the traditional masculine avinu malkeinu and the feminine 
imeinu shekhinateinu (“our mother, our Shekhinah”).36

In short, progressive liturgies today all recognize Avinu Malkeinu as 
necessary but offer a variety of solutions to the challenges it presents. Some 
offer commentaries, some prefer multiple versions or euphemistic transla-
tions that tone down the male-centered language of the text, some expand 
the liturgical imagery to include diverse addresses to God. Most provide 
several options—especially the Reconstructionist Kol Haneshamah, which 
is most explicit regarding the “do-it-yourself ” opportunity for worshipers 
to create their own personal versions.

If we were to generalize from the specific question of Avinu 
Malkeinu to an overall understanding of the ways progressive Jews deal 
with difficult liturgical texts, we would find the various options captured 
in the following flow chart.

problematic 
liturgical text

include in the 
prayer book

recite the 
text

provide a 
creative 

translation
(not possible 

in Israel)

recite it and 
provide a 
midrashic 

explanation[s]

recite it and 
invite people to 
struggle with it

juxtapose it 
with alternative 

text[s]

recite it 
but don’t 
translate

(not possible 
in Israel)

don’t recite  
the text
(keep for 

educational 
purposes)

don’t include in the 
prayer book

replace it with a 
more adequate 

text[s]

provide 
explanation for 

your choice

replace but keep a 
zekher (a trace) of 
the traditional text

omit it

keep it  
but 

revise it
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My preference is to be both as faithful to the traditional text and as cre-
ative as possible when it comes to our liturgy—I turn to this next.

A Balanced Approach to Difficult Liturgical Texts
The great Rabbinic revolution of the first centuries of the Common Era 
transformed sacrificial worship into prayer—in effect, in the absence of 
the Jerusalem Temple, a personal offering made directly to God without 
the mediation of priests and Levites. There was this further difference 
as well: sacrificial worship required precision in its performance but no 
intentionality of the mind (kavanah), whereas prayer demanded it. The 
ancients considered the heart as the organ of understanding and moral 
judgment—like our “mind”—and the Talmud ruled, Rachmana liba 
ba’ei, “The merciful One desires the heart” (Sanhedrin 106b). Praying as 
a mere behavioral act is not without worth, but it is a far cry from experi-
encing the profound depths prayer and all that praying has to offer.

The nineteenth century initiated a second liturgical revolution that 
is still under way: the reformation of Judaism in light of Enlightenment 
ideals. This second revolution stressed the role of understanding even 
more than the first one. Its originators, the rabbis we now call the classi-
cal Reformers, maintained that Judaism is a rational set of concepts that 
Jewish liturgy formulated into a proclamation of faith.37 Its prayers must, 
therefore, speak the truth!

Worshipers today are not as doctrinaire as the classical Reformers. 
They do not demand that the liturgy conform to strict theological con-
cepts or have a quest for ultimate truths. Many yearn to find meaningful 
and touching prayer, prayer that provides a cozy sense of comfort and a 
sense of meaning.

There is something to be said for both claims. We hardly want to 
recite a liturgy that strains credulity, and it is not too much to expect that 
prayer should comfort us and not tax us further than the world already 
does. But taken to its extreme, the notion that we may do anything we 
like to the liturgy may be the epitome of self-indulgence; it retards the 
demand that human beings struggle with challenge. What we call cre-
ativity can sometimes actually be laziness of mind or an unwillingness to 
grapple with ideas that we find unpalatable.

Liturgical innovation may entail creating new texts and deleting 
old ones, but it should not deprive us of the opportunity to encounter 
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ancient texts with fresh eyes. To be sure, there are offensive elements in 
our liturgy that we should not tolerate (blessing God for not creating 
the worshiper a woman or a gentile, for example). But sometimes we 
need to have more patience, to read our prayers as the Midrash reads the 
Torah, by questioning it but then enlarging its possibilities, deepening 
our understanding of what it says to us and living with the problematic 
aspects of it.

It is no easy matter deciding which of these two alternatives best 
fits any given case of liturgical concern. But that is precisely the task of 
liturgical editing: trying one’s best to make that distinction and to make 
liturgical choices cognizant of the great responsibility inherent in this task 
for contemporary as well as past and future generations of Jews.

We Are Called Israel for a Reason—We Struggle!
Sometimes revealing the difficult aspects of our tradition is much more 
authentic, educational, stimulating, and engaging than suppressing 
them or covering them over with new words or a laundered translation. 
The “cleansed” text may be momentarily gratifying but lack the gravity 
and richness of a liturgy that is necessarily messy and unruly, given its 
centuries-long evolution. We can, of course, simply eliminate our diffi-
cult texts. But we might also include them for educational purposes (but 
not recite them aloud), add short explanations of the context in which 
they were composed, add substitutes side by side from which people may 
choose, or append an empowering commentary that adds new meaning 
to old words. As we saw above, all these methods were employed at one 
time or another by our ancestors.

True creativity is the skillful and artistic combination of old and 
new produced by trying to breathe new meaning into challenging texts 
instead of always dispensing with them. When it comes to gender ques-
tions, we should avoid the temptation to become gender police, who 
automatically replace every difficult image with an acceptable alternative. 
Sometimes acknowledging a difficulty and facing it is more honest, use-
ful, and transformative than merely covering it over.

Now that we have become aware of the harsh inequities faced by 
women throughout the generations, we inevitably see the world through 
gender glasses. Politics, economics, family life, and religion—none 
of these will ever look the same again. In day-to-day affairs we remain 
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wholeheartedly committed to uproot inequality and discrimination based 
on gender (and, of course, race, religion, class, and age as well). But the 
issue of gendered liturgical language, which is in and of itself symbolic 
speech, is more nuanced. Hebrew speakers are particularly aware of this 
because the Hebrew language of the prayer book is also the language of 
the street, and in Hebrew (as we saw) every noun, pronoun, verb, and 
adjective comes gendered as either masculine or feminine; Hebrew speak-
ers know better than to think that we can aspire to total linguistic equal-
ity.38 This is true, at least to some extent, of many European languages 
as well.

English, of course, is different. There we can indeed be more thor-
ough in rendering language more egalitarian, but not without a cost, since 
English syntax does require the pronouns “him” or “his” when referring 
back to a gender-indefinite subject, and the various ways of circumvent-
ing that rule are not very satisfying. It is commonplace nowadays, for 
example, to substitute the plural third-person pronoun “their” even for a 
single subject, as in “A teacher should keep order in their classroom.” But 
the practice is jarring. In some essays authors alternate “his” with “her,” 
but that strategy is not easily applied to liturgy.

Consider the traditional sentence “May God quickly bring about 
his kingdom.” We can change “kingdom” to “rule,” but what do we do 
with “his”? We cannot say “their” obviously, nor can we easily render it 
“her” just because a few lines back we said “his.” Many editors settle for 
repeating “God”—“May God quickly bring about God’s kingdom”; but 
that is clumsy, at best. There are other solutions, too—I do not mean to 
exhaust them all—but I hope my point is clear. Even English does not 
easily allow complete eradication of non-egalitarian linguistic formulas, 
simply because it, too, is gendered to some extent.

For me, the mere fact that we acknowledge gender liturgical 
inequality is often sufficient. We hardly have to rewrite our entire prayer 
book, in a Soviet Pravda style that demands wholesale excision of every 
image we do not like. Do we really need (and can we really even achieve) 
systematic deletion of any use of the pronoun “He” or every reference to 
God as “father” or “king” in order to pledge allegiance to gender equality?

By analogy, I am reminded of my experience with some hostile 
Israeli interviewers who do not want to recognize me, a woman, as a 
rabbi and a scholarly authority. I insist that they publicly introduce me 
as “rabbi” and “professor” (much harder with the former than the latter), 
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but once they have done so, they may just call me Dalia—I do not need 
them to repeat the titles again and again. So too, with liturgy: once we 
demonstrate allegiance to gender inclusivity we need not exercise it every 
time we encounter a noun or an adjective that might prove troubling. 
Retaining the traditional language does not necessarily vitiate our com-
mitment to egalitarianism, and it may add depth to our liturgy by paying 
homage to our liturgical roots as well.

-
Our liturgy presents us with a rich and complicated literary world but 
only if we are open to a flexible understanding of liturgical metaphors. 
Avinu Malkeinu is the quintessential example. Although it is a difficult 
text for many (for all the reasons specified above), preserving it and strug-
gling with it may take us to a palpable world of vivid imagery. It invites 
us to be symbolically present on that day in the drought-stricken Galilee 
when the usual liturgy did not produce rain and Rabbi Akiva arose to 
cry out, “Avinu malkeinu, we have sinned before You. Avinu malkeinu, 
we have no king other than You” (Talmud, Ta’anit 25b). It invites us to 
encounter countless generations of Jews turning brokenhearted to their 
heavenly father and king in times of trouble and despair, pleading for 
mercy. Its very familiarity opens a window onto a small rural community 
in Yemen, the first synagogues in the “New World,” or an old Jewish 
community in the Old City of Jerusalem; it takes us by the hand to our 
own early childhood and our first shul experiences.

Our liturgy is like a precious and somewhat cryptic letter delivered 
to us from generations past. It is ours to own, to rework, to expand, or to 
change but, in any case, to cherish and to pass on with great care to our 
children.

The desire to impose theological consistency on our prayer books 
is not only inappropriate; it is also impossible. Liturgy is, by definition, 
an unruly and unsystematic construction, created over the course of two 
millennia and still being renewed by numerous people in various coun-
tries and cultures. We must not ignore or dissolve the liturgy’s inconsis-
tencies. Its very messiness is its strength; we must celebrate its diversity!

-
We must always move in two directions simultaneously: from and toward 
our tradition. In order to do so and to make truly informed choices, 
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however, we need to be informed. Liberal Jews do not have the privilege 
of hiding behind statements like “This is what my grandfather always 
did,” “This is what the rabbi says,” or “This is what the Shulchan Arukh 
demands.” We need to be learned enough to make reasonable choices 
and not run away from religious freedom; the freedom to deviate from 
such authorities forces us to confront responsibility. It defines the very 
Jewishness we treasure!

The liturgy is one of the important arenas in which Jews struggle to 
find meaning in their lives. We will not and cannot be gender blind. We 
cannot hope to achieve total gender balance or inclusion in the liturgy, 
but we must remain gender conscious and promote greater equality.

We are called “the people of Israel” after Jacob, our ancestor, who 
wrestled with an angel and was told, “Your name shall no more be called 
Jacob, but Israel; for you have striven with God and with men, and have 
prevailed” (Genesis 32:29).

Our very name teaches us that our tradition values struggle—not 
easy accommodation or acceptance, and certainly not a desire simply to 
feel good. The Jewish way is to grab on to difficult issues and deal with 
them; to avoid dogmatic thinking and to realize that if reality itself is 
messy and unruly, so too is our liturgy!

-
Feel-good Judaism may be pleasant and cozy, but when it is the pri-
mary consideration, it can also be boring and unengaging. Sometimes 
we want our prayer to be like our old worn slippers, comfortable and 
shaped to our feet. But occasionally we need to change into sneakers and 
run breathlessly for the extra mile. Sometimes, too, we want to wear our 
fancy and a-little-too-tight ballroom shoes and pray with elegance. And at 
other times still, we have to approach prayer in just our bare feet, willing 
to experience the liturgy just as it is with all that it has to offer, without 
barriers.39

3
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Alternatives to  
Avinu Malkeinu*

Rabbi Dalia Marx, PhD

From Israel: Kavanat Halev, Reform, 1989
After the traditional Avinu Malkeinu, the following two poems appear.1

Eloheinu Shebashamayim:  
Our God in Heaven (Selections  
from a Sephardic Piyyut)

Our God in heaven, hear our voice  
and willingly accept our prayer.

Our God in heaven, remember 
your covenant and do not  
forget us.

Our God in heaven, we seek You, 
reveal Yourself to us.

 *  �We cited the following works as they appear in their original sources. This concerns text, 
spelling, and punctuation.

1. �Kavanat Halev contains another poetic alternative version for Avinu Malkeinu by Rabbi 
Motti Rotem.
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Our God in heaven, have mercy  
upon us and our infants and 
children.

Our God in heaven, purify us from 
our sins.

Our God in heaven, inscribe us in a  
book of sustenance and good 
providence.

Our God in heaven, fulfill the 
desires of our heart for good.

Our God in heaven, redeem us 
from our foes.

Our God in heaven, justify us in 
your judgments.

Our God in heaven, bring the day 
of redemption near to us.

Our God in heaven, bring us near 
to your service.

Our God in heaven, see the 
affliction of your people Israel.

Our God in heaven, heal the sick 
among your people Israel.

Our God in heaven, grant peace 
on earth.

Our God in heaven, we call and 
You shall answer.
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Shekhinah M’kor Chayeinu:  
Shekhinah, Source of Our Lives  
(Rabbi Yehoram Mazor)

Shekhinah, source of our lives—
hear our voice, have mercy and 
compassion upon us.
Shekhinah, source of our lives—
remember that we are your 
sons and daughters.
Shekhinah, source of our lives—
help us to acknowledge our 
limitations.
Shekhinah, source of our lives— 
guide us on pleasant paths.
Shekhinah, source of our lives— 
teach us compassion and 
righteousness.
Shekhinah, source of our lives— 
act for those who struggle for 
peace and justice.
Shekhinah, source of our lives—
turn our sorrow to joy and our 
grief to gladness.
Shekhinah, source of our lives—
bless our soil and all the works 
of our hands.
Shekhinah, source of our lives—
gather your children from the 
four corners of the land to their 
borders.
Shekhinah, source of our lives—
complete the restoration of 
Jerusalem, our Holy City.
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From the UK: Forms of Prayer (Draft Edition), Reform, 2014

Avinu Malkeinu
Rabbi Paul Freedman, Forms of Prayer: Erev Rosh Hashanah Machzor, 
Draft Edition (London: 2014), 81–82.

 Our Father, our King, we have sinned before You.
 Our Redeemer who supports us, help us to return to You in 

complete repentance.
 Our Crown and Glory, raise the honour of Your people Israel.

 You who remember us, having created us, in Your abundant mercy, 
wipe out all records of our sins.

 Perfect One who watches over us, pardon us and forgive all our 
iniquities.

 God who dwells among us, our Everpresent Hope, renew this year 
for us as a good year.

 You who formed and heal us, bring true healing to our sick.
 Our Strength, our Rock, remember that we are but dust.
 Ancient One who continues to be our Help, do not send us away 

empty from Your presence.
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 You who seek us out and protect us, keep us safe from all trouble 
and persecution.

 Our Creator, our Beloved, act for Your sake if not for ours.
Avinu Malkeinu, answer us with Your grace, for we lack good deeds; deal 
with us in charity and love, and save us.

From North America: Mahzor Lev Shalem,  
Conservative, 2010

Avinu Malkeinu: Alternate Version
Rabbi Edward Feld, reprinted with the permission of The Rabbinical 
Assembly from Mahzor Lev Shalem (New York: Rabbinical Assembly, 
2010), 93–94.

Avinu Malkeinu, we have sinned  
in Your presence.

Our creator, who blesses us, we 
have no sovereign but You.

Our redeemer, who guards us, act 
kindly toward us in accord with 
Your name.

You who seek us out and sustain  
us, make this new year a good 
one for us.

You who are our glory, our savior,  
annul every harsh decree against us.

Ancient One, our rescuer, nullify 
the designs of our foes.

Provider, our refuge, rid Your cov-
enanted people of disease, war, 
hunger, captivity, and destruction.

You who are our strength, who 
gives us life, rid us of every 
oppressor and adversary.

You who purify us and have mercy 
on us, forgive and pardon all  
our sins.
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�You who form us and instruct us,  
return us to Your presence, fully 
penitent.

You who establish us and provide 
for us, send complete healing to 
the sick among Your people.

�You, our beloved, who raised us,  
remember us favorably.
Avinu Malkeinu, inscribe us for 
good in the Book of Life.
Avinu Malkeinu, inscribe us in the 
Book of Redemption.
Avinu Malkeinu, inscribe us in  
the Book of Sustenance.
Avinu Malkeinu, inscribe us in the 
Book of Merit.
Avinu Malkeinu, inscribe us in 
the Book of Forgiveness.

Our protector and savior, cause 
our salvation to flourish soon.

Our support and rescuer, cause 
Your people Israel to be exalted.

Our helper, who listens to us, hear  
our voice, be kind, sympathize  
with us.

Our redeemer, who watches over 
us, accept our prayer, willingly and 
lovingly.

Our fortress, who is our refuge, do 
not send us away empty-handed.

Holy One, who justifies us, 
remember that we are but dust.

Merciful One, who gives us life, 
have compassion for us, our infants, 
and our children.
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Guardian, who grants us victory,  
do this for the sake of those who 
were martyred for Your holy 
name.

Benefactor, who provides for our 
welfare, do this for Your sake if not 
for ours.

Avinu Malkeinu, have mercy on  
us, answer us, for our deeds are 
insufficient; deal with us charitably 
and lovingly, and redeem us.

From North America: Mishkan HaNefesh, Reform, 2015

Avinu Malkeinu—Almighty and Merciful
Rabbi Janet Marder and Rabbi Shelly Marder, Mishkan HaNefesh: 
Machzor for the Days of Awe (New York: CCAR Press, forthcoming), 220, 
introduction to Avinu Malkeinu (can serve also as an alternative version).

Loving father
	 Infinite Power
Gentle, forgiving
	 Lofty, inscrutable
Avinu
	 Malkeinu
Compassionate Mother
	 Omnipotent Lord
Comforting presence
	 Fathomless mystery
Avinu
	 Malkeinu
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Our Rock and Redeemer
	 Life of the Universe
Close to us always
	 Impossibly far
Avinu
	 Malkeinu
Embracing
	 Confounding
Accepting our frailty
	 Decreeing our end
Avinu
	 Malkeinu
None of these are true
None of these are You
Yet we stand as those before us have stood
Summoned to judgment, longing for love
Avinu, Malkeinu
May these words be a bridge
They come from our hearts
May they lead us to You

From North America: Kehilla Community Machzor, 
Renewal, 2014

Avinu Malkeinu
Rabbi Burt Jacobson, Kehilla Community Machzor (2014; originally 
published in the High Holy Day supplement of Congregation Mishkan 
Shalom, Philadelphia).

Our Father, our King, teach us how to make this year a new beginning.
Our Mother, our Queen, teach us how to grow from the harshness of life.
Our Source and our Destiny, teach us how to accept what we must accept.
Our Guide and our Truth, teach us to change what must be changed.
Our Father, our King, teach us how to face disease and death.
Our Mother, our Queen, teach us how to enjoy the gifts of life.
Our Source and our Destiny, teach us how to make peace with our enemies.
Our Guide and our Truth, teach us how we can best help our people Israel.
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Our Father, our King, teach us how we can best help all humanity.
Our Mother, our Queen, let us find pardon for our wrongdoings.
Our Source and our Destiny, let us return to You, wholly and completely.
Our Guide and our Truth, teach us how to help those who are ill.
Our Father, our King, let us write our names in the Book of Life.
Our Mother, our Queen, help us to find meaningful work.
Our Source and our Destiny, help us to find inner freedom.
Our Guide and our Truth, help us to learn how to love.
Our Father, our King, receive our prayers.
Our Mother, our Queen, teach us how to be good lovers.
Our Source and our Destiny, teach us how to be good parents.
Our Guide and our Truth, teach us how to be good children.
Our Father, our King, teach us how to be good friends.
Our Mother, our Queen, teach us how to be good Jews.
Our Source and our Destiny, teach us how to be good people.
Our Guide and our Truth, teach us how to be one with Your universe.
Avinu malkeinu, chaneinu va’aneinu ki ein banu ma’asim
Asai imanu tzedakah va’chesed, Ve’hoshi’einu

Avinu malkeinu, grant us justice and  
bring us salvation,
Grant us justice and loving kindness 
and bring us salvation.

3
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