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These materials have been created by KOACH for the enhancement of your on-campus programming. They are designed to be adjustable based on your interests and the available time. This packet contains: background materials, a facilitator guide and list of additional resources. The background materials and facilitator guide will help you build conversations around the text and create connections between the text and contemporary life.  

Questions? Send them to: weinstein@uscj.org.

Do We Co-Author the Book of Life?
 Background Material

Book of Life, Book of Death:  Images in the High Holiday liturgy and other Jewish sources about Divine books in which God writes one’s fate for the upcoming year.  While hinted at the in the Bible (such as in Exodus 32:32, Psalms 56:9, and Psalms 69:29), scholars think that such imagery originated in ancient Babylonian religion.  

Divine Providence:  The idea that God controls human behavior and decides the course of events.  

Free Will:  The idea that humans can control their destiny.  Human beings have the freedom to make choices and determine their future.

Piyyut:  A late liturgical poem (beginning in the 7th century), many of which were added to the Jewish liturgy.

Unetaneh Tokef:  A piyyut recited during the Musaf (Additional) Service on Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur.  According to legend, the prayer was composed by Rabbi Amnon (11th c. Mainz, Germany) who had been brutally tortured after refusing to convert to Christianity.  However, the prayer's structure and wording suggest Byzantine origins (see Entering the High Holy Days by Reuven Hammer, p.86).  

Do We Co-Author the Book of Life?

Facilitator Guide
The Facilitator Guide is designed to direct you through several discussion options.  Although it is presented as a progression, you need not follow the format from beginning to end.  Use the packet in its entirety or choose components based on the time you have available and the interest of the students in your group.  For example, you might use the texts and questions as the basis for a High Holiday D’var Torah.  Or, photocopy the sources and use one as the focal point for a discussion while you are hanging out at Hillel between High Holiday services.  Use the writing exercise for a meaningful program during the Days of Awe.  Be as creative as you wish—just enjoy the experience of learning!
Getting Started – Objective 

In the Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur liturgy, we repeatedly implore God to write and seal us in the Book of Life for good year.  The image of God as the author of our fate is so prevalent that around Rosh HaShanah it is customary to greet others with the words L'shanah tovah tikkateivu v’teihateimu (May you be inscribed and sealed for a good year).  On Yom Kippur this greeting is shortened to G’mar hatimah tovah (May you have a good sealing [in the Book of Life]). 

What are the origins of this image of God as Divine Author of our fate?  What theological and philosophical lessons do we learn from it?  What impact do they have on how we face the New Year?  As we compare and contrast images of the Book of Life and the Book of Death with other Jewish sources about Divine Providence and free will, we will come to a deeper understanding of who controls our fate and how we work with God to prepare for the upcoming year.

Section One – Sources

בְּרֹאשׁ הַשָּׁנָה יִכָּתֵבוּן, וּבְיוֹם צוֹם כִּפּוּר יֵחָתֵמוּן, כַּמָּה יַעַבְרוּן, וְכַמָּה יִבָּרֵאוּן: מִי יִחְיֶה, וּמִי יָמוּת: מִי בְקִצּוֹ, וּמִי לֹא בְקִצּוֹ: מִי בָאֵשׁ, וּמִי בַמַּֽיִם: מִי בַחֶֽרֶב, וּמִי בַחַיָּה: מִי בָרָעָב, וּמִי בַצָּמָא: מִי בָרַֽעַשׁ, וּמִי בַמַּגֵּפָה: מִי בַחֲנִיקָה, וּמִי בִסְקִילָה: מִי יָנֽוּחַ, וּמִי יָנֽוּעַ: מִי יִשָּׁקֵט, וּמִי יִטָּרֵף: מִי יִשָּׁלֵו, וּמִי יִתְיַסָּר: מִי יֵעָנִי, וּמִי יֵעָשֵׁר: מִי יִשָּׁפֵל, וּמִי יָרוּם. 
וּתְשׁוּבָה וּתְפִלָּה וּצְדָקָה מַעֲבִירִין אֶת רֹֽעַ הַגְּזֵרָה.
On Rosh HaShanah it is inscribed.  And on the Fast Day of Atonement it is sealed.  How many will pass away and how many will be born.  Who will live and who will die.  Who will reach the end of his days and who will not.  Who by fire and who by water.  Who by sword and who by beast.  Who by hunger and who by thirst.  Who by earthquake and who by plague.  Who by strangling and who by stoning.  Who will rest and who will wander.  Who will be at peace and who will be pursued.  Who will be tranquil and who will be tormented.  Who will be poor and who will be rich.  Who will be lowered, and who will be exalted.  

But Repentance, Prayer, and Righteousness Avert the Severe Decree.

-Excerpt from Unetaneh Tokef prayer from Musaf on Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur
מסכת ראש השנה דף טז:
א"ר כרוספדאי א"ר יוחנן שלשה ספרים נפתחין בר"ה אחד של רשעים גמורין ואחד של צדיקים גמורין ואחד של בינוניים צדיקים גמורין נכתבין ונחתמין לאלתר לחיים רשעים גמורין נכתבין ונחתמין לאלתר למיתה בינוניים תלויין ועומדין מר"ה ועד יוה"כ זכו נכתבין לחיים לא זכו נכתבין למיתה. 
R. Kruspedai said in the name of R. Yohanan:  On Rosh HaShanah, three books are opened-- one with the names of the completely wicked, one with the names of the completely righteous, and one with the names of those who are neither completely righteous nor completely wicked.  The completely righteous:  their verdict—life—is written down and sealed at once.  Those neither completely righteous nor completely wicked:  their verdict is suspended between New Year's Day and the Day of Atonement.  If they are deemed to deserve it [by resolving to repent], they are inscribed for life; if [they fail to repent] and therefore deemed not to deserve life, they are inscribed for death. 

-Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Rosh HaShanah 16b
“Inscribe us in the Book of Life.”  This must be understood in a spiritual sense.  When a man clings to the love of God, and puts his trust in His infinite mercy, he takes upon himself the yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven and therewith inscribes himself in the Book of Life.  Whereas the man, a slave of his passions, who so loses his belief in the all-embracing love of God that he fails to repent and return to his Father in heaven, his despair of the love of God is equivalent to his being inscribed—God forbid—in the Book of Death.

-Israel Baal Shem, Known as the Baal Shem Tov, 1760 
High Holiday Prayer Book, Morris Silverman
You should believe that just as God wishes man to be erect in stature, broad-chested, and to have fingers, so too He wishes him to move or be at rest of his own accord and to perform actions voluntarily.  He does not force him to perform them nor prevent him from performing them.  This notion was explained in the Book of Truth [the Bible] where He said: Behold, the man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil (Genesis 3:22)… It is that he himself, of his own accord, knows the good and the bad things, does whatever he wishes, and is not prevented from doing them.

-Maimonides, Commentary on the Mishnah, Eight Chapters (1168).

Section Two – Discussion Questions and Points to Ponder
1.  Have students read through the excerpt from the Unetaneh Tokef piyyut.  Ask them to think about the first time they read or heard these words.   Perhaps they were young children at High Holiday services sitting with their parents.  Maybe they only attended their first High Holiday service last year.  Can anyone remember the tune and sing some of it?  Ask students what they felt when they read or heard this part of the liturgy?  Did these words or the music cause an image of God to appear in their minds?  If so, what was that image?  

What adjectives would students use to describe the tenor or tone of these prayers? (Some people may focus on the judgmental or authoritative tone in the prayers.  Others may find hope in the fact that the words offer a way to control one's fate through repentance, prayer, and righteousness).  How does such imagery affect how one prepares for and celebrates the High Holidays? 

2.  Read the descriptions of the Books of Life and Death from Talmud Rosh HaShanah.  Both that passage and the poem Unetaneh Tokef describe God as a Divine judge, deciding our fate for the upcoming year.  These are images of Divine Providence.  Such images can be both beneficial and problematic.  Ask the students to describe how these images relate to their lives.

3.  Read the Baal Shem Tov's explanation of the image of the Book of Life.  How does he believe that we cause our own fate?  Do you understand the Book of Life and the Book of Death images literally, as in the Unetaneh Tokef poem, or figuratively as does the Baal Shem Tov?  What are the benefits of the literal belief?  What about a figurative belief?

4.  Read the excerpt from Maimonides.  How does his image of Divine Providence and free will differ from both that in Unetaneh Tokef and the Baal Shem Tov?  Maimonides offers a pasuk (verse) from the Bible as proof of his theory.  Discuss how this pasuk informs Maimonides’ view of free will.  Ask students how they think Maimonides would understand the images of the Book of Life and the Book of Death.
5.  The images of the Book of Life and the Book of Death can be seen as metaphors which motivate proper behavior and compliance with God's law.  Ask students to rate the following reasons for proper behavior: Fear of punishment, need for order, sense of responsibility, love or respect for God, love or respect for other people.  What else motivates them to behave properly?  Do they find that the concepts which move them to follow civil law differ from the concepts that move them to practice Judaism and/or follow Jewish law?   Ask students how their reasons for following laws (either Jewish or secular) have developed or changed throughout their lives.  Is it more important to reflect on motivation or practice during the High Holidays?
6.  How is the image of an author helpful in preparing for the High Holidays?  Often, the pre-writing process involves a brainstorming session.  To help inspire creative writing, authors use exercises such as free-writing (timed, stream-of consciousness writing), writing about a picture or piece of art, or even choosing words from the dictionary and writing a story containing those words.  Since Jewish thought seems to indicate that we have a certain amount of free will which allows us to co-author the Books of Life, perhaps you want to try a writing exercise to help prepare for the High Holidays.

Here are a few ideas:

· Write a letter to your family or to a friend reflecting on your relationship during the past year and your hopes for the upcoming year.  

· Open the Mahzor (High Holiday Prayer Book), choose a line from the liturgy, and do five minutes of free-writing based on the line you selected.

· Pretend you are the rabbi of a synagogue.  Write a charge to your congregation for the New Year.   What hopes do you have for them as individuals and as a congregation?  How do you think they should focus their time and energy during the upcoming year?  Is there anything special that you want them to think about during High Holiday services?
Additional Resources
· Beginning Anew: A Woman’s Companion to the High Holy Days by Judith A. Kates and Gail Twersky Reimer.  Simon and Schuster, 1997.
· Days of Awe: A Treasury of Jewish Wisdom for Reflection, Repentance, and Renewal on the High Holidays by Shmuel (Shai) Yosef Agnon.  Schoken, 1938. 
· Entering the High Holy Days by Reuven Hammer.  Jewish Publication Society, 1998.
· Jewish Holidays by Michael Strassfeld.  Collins, 1993.
· This is Real and You are Completely Unprepared: The Days of Awe as a Journey of Transformation by Alan Lew.  Little, Brown, 2003. 
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