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Preface by  
Miriam Heller Stern

Beit HaYotzer/the Creativity Braintrust—the circle 
of artist-scholars whose voices are offered in these 
pages—draws its name from the Book of Jeremiah 
18. Jeremiah is having trouble hearing God, and 
God tells him: “If you want to truly understand 
My prophecy, go down to the Beit HaYotzer—the 
artisan’s studio, the potter’s studio—and watch how 
the artisan plays with, crafts, and recrafts the clay.” 
Inevitably, the clay will have imperfections; it may 
even become ruined. But the artisan will continue to 
perfect it, shaping the material into something new. 

“Can I not be like the artisan?” asks God. “With an 
imperfect world in My hands—can I not reshape it, 
re-create it anew?”

What is special about the artisan’s studio that we 
want to reclaim? The idea of making and remaking, 
with an openness to finding new meanings and 
forms; the humility and patience required to try 
again even after failure; and the optimism, even in 
the face of disruption, that something new can be 
discovered and created.
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This publication is a curation of the ideas shared 
in the culminating episode of the web series 

“Reclaiming Time, Self, and Voice: Counting and 
Recounting the Omer.” It features the contributions 
of the four artist-scholars affiliated with Beit 
HaYotzer/the Creativity Braintrust—a project of  
the School of Education at Hebrew Union College 
made possible by the generous support of the 
Covenant Foundation. Our web series took place 
during the traditional counting of 49 days from 
Passover to Shavuot, in April and May 2020, Nisan 
and Iyar 5780. During those trying weeks in the 
early surge of the COVID-19 pandemic, we explored 
themes of navigating the wilderness, owning 
vulnerability and privilege, finding revelation 
amidst uncertainty, and accessing creativity during 
challenging times. What emerged in the final 
conversation was a series of lessons about what it 
means to be human that continue to guide us as 
our experience unfolds. 

The Braintrust aims to infuse more creative thinking 
into the enterprise of Jewish education, bringing 
diverse expressions of Jewish wisdom to a world 
that needs perspective and understanding to 
address the great dilemmas of our existence. It also 
debunks the common myth that true creativity is 

the domain of the lone genius. Many of the greatest 
compositions, works of art, and ideas have been 
influenced by other creatives or produced from 
iterative conversations. They are expressions of 
their artists’ engagement with the world.

The discussion captured in these pages is a 
snapshot of artists thriving in one another’s 
presence, even via a virtual platform. Each 
commentary comes from within the artist’s own 
experience but builds on another’s poetry, story, 
or perspective. The artist-scholars improvise and 
expand so that the total constellation of insights 
enlightens the audience in new and unexpected 
ways. Curiosity, wonder, humility, generosity of 
spirit, and abiding kindness define the conversation. 
This shared set of sensibilities provides an essential 
compass when considering the questions:  
What revelation awaits us? How might we find it? 
How will it find us? What will we learn? 

Welcome to our virtual studio.
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Ariel
There is an old custom of staying up all night on 
Shavuot to study and really connect with Torah—
and eat cheesecake—during a kind of vigil in  
which we are waiting for the dawn. The dawn is  
the moment of revelation. 

As a child I learned a simple reason for this custom: 
The Jewish people fell asleep at Mount Sinai, where 
they were supposed to receive the Torah. God tried 
to wake them with the loud noises of the shofar and 
thunder. Even thunder did not work; the people slept 
through the alarm clock. Eventually Moshe had to 
come wake them up. Now, we stay up all night on 
Shavuot as a way to try to fix that mistake.

But I was never satisfied with that explanation. 
I was always looking for other ways of 
understanding the custom. There are many 
amazing and deep teachings about the relationship 
between sleep, and waking up, and receiving the 
Torah. I started to wonder about where we find 
slumber itself in the Torah.

I think the first place where slumber appears is 
with the creation of Eve. God puts Adam to sleep 
so that God can surgically remove a rib and turn 
it into a partner and create a relationship. To me, 
that slumber and creation is a metaphor from 

Torah about receiving Torah. The Torah that we 
are learning, or the Torah that is revealed to us, 
actually comes from us somehow. It comes from our 
side; it is a part of us. As we allow ourselves to sleep, 
something from our essence can be externalized 
and then revealed to us.

In many ways, this also speaks to what I am trying 
to do as an artist—to take things that are very 
inchoate, and that I cannot yet fully articulate, and 
to pull them out and give them some sort of form 
that will show me what I mean. And, if I am lucky,  
it will show others what I mean as well. We are in a 
time when we need that kind of revelation: We need 
to reveal what is in our hearts so that the world can 
be softer and more open, deeper, and better.
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Alicia
Last year I wrote a poem in the days leading up to 
Shavuot, and I feel that a lot of the thoughts behind 
the poem are in line with the beautiful words you 
just shared, Ariel. The poem is called “Revelation”:

Once I believed 
revelation was a sham, 
a cheap magic trick 
to make the failures of science 
disappear. But then I thought, 
What about the truth 
we cannot see? 

Then I believed 
revelation meant peeling off 
layers of illusion, sharp and painful 
as an onion, until the buried 
truth inside made people cry. 
But then I thought, 
What about kindness? 

Then I believed revelation 
must be a lightning bolt 
that split the body in two, 
planting wisdom at the base 
of a person’s spine, 
a tiny fire taking root. But 
then I watched as that fire 
consumed my first love. 
It ate him whole. I thought, 
There must be a gentler way. 

Now, I am making a new 
catalogue of revelations. 

Revelation of standing 
at the kitchen counter 
carefully rolling the shell 
of a hard-boiled egg 
beneath my palm 
to crack it without breaking 
the smooth white orb inside 
for my daughter’s lunch. 
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Revelation of the purple 
and yellow lilies’ slow 
unfurling year after year 
in late spring beside 
the small green cottage 
in my backyard 
where I teach girls 
to chant the Torah. 

Revelation of 
my students reading 
those ancient stories, 
bringing the words to life 
in their sweet young 
mouths, until the day when 
each one says, in her 
own time, actually, 
I think it should go 
this way, and then 
writes her version. 

Jon
That is beautiful, Alicia—that she will then “[write] 
her version.” It leads into the metaphor that really 
speaks to me in this moment of revelation—the 

“seventy faces of Torah.” There is the Jewish 
implication that you get to “write” your own version 
of the story. The metaphor also speaks to the time 
we’re living through. 

In the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic, we are  
all having this universal experience—and yet, 
everyone is having it differently. If you live in New 
York City, you’re having a different experience than 
if you live in Topeka. If you are a first responder or 
a healthcare professional, you’re having a different 
experience than if you’re a teacher, and you’re 
having a different experience if you’re a parent. 

It feels like what is being held above our heads  
is not Mount Sinai but the Sword of Damocles. 
But there are seventy faces to this experience. 
Acknowledging this allows us to feel both confident 
in our own perspective and humble in the 
recognition that there are so many others. That 
combination enriches Jewish life in terms of our 
perspectives on Torah and our inherited wisdoms. 
And, as an artist, acknowledging that there are  
so many faces to things fuels the work I want to  
be doing.



MO
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Moments of Conflict, Moments of Revelation
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Aaron
I want to give thanks for the beautiful teachings  
of my colleagues. They are inspiring to hear. 

As a dramatist, I work in theater, and theater—
especially Western theater—lives in conflict. In 
moments of conflict, like our present moment,  
we often bemoan difference. We grieve about  
how divided we are. This grief is understandable. 
At the same time, when I think about Sinai, I think 
about the conflict that took place. I think about  
how the revelation came with great sacrifice. It 
came with the golden calf, with death, with our  
own people turning on each other for various 
reasons. It is a very challenging and difficult story, 
but I find inspiration in it: Nothing new or good 
comes without pain. 

The difficulty we need to work through becomes a 
portal to something more. It leads to the journey, 
which leads to the Promised Land, which leads 
to, “There are people here. Now we have to war 
and battle? What does that mean?” In a story of 
ongoing struggle, revelation is the point at which 
we move from being a kind of mixed multitude to 
becoming a people that contains a mixed multitude. 

When I find myself despairing about separation, 
about difference, about the ways in which people 
may not be hearing each other—or may be violent 
to each other, in words or action—I remember  
that conflict is often a precursor to something new 
being born. I find some hope in that.
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Ariel
The threads I am hearing remind me that in  
Hasidic teaching, revelation doesn’t just happen  
at Sinai—it happens in every moment. Our job is 
to become attuned to the revelation of the moment 
and to challenge our own assumptions. It requires 
precision and rigor. There are methodologies to 
make sure that we’re not fooling ourselves, and  
that we can clarify things without thinking that  
they are static. 

When I was a kid growing up in Orthodox Day 
School, my impression of Mount Sinai was that it 
was where we received Torah as a body of content, 
of material. We got the script to use for the next 
thousands of years of history. It wasn’t until 
much later, when I was in Israel and encountering 
alternative traditional spiritual texts—particularly 
from the Hasidic movement—that I felt I discovered 
the real purpose of the revelation at Sinai. 

The revelation at Sinai was not to give us content;  
it was to give us the method. The method—
which has become a well-developed field of 
methodologies and pedagogies—includes 
particular ways of arguing, particular ways of 
questioning. It is one of our classic art forms,  
and it is empowering. Disagreement becomes a 
source of celebration as long as it is done well,  
with respect and with sensitivity. Then it can be a 
never-ending source of unfolding fruitfulness.



Finding Prisms

PRI
SMS
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Aaron
I am thinking of the interpretation that the giving  
of the Torah was the giving of all of history— 
that every moment was contained in that moment. 

If there were a giant flood of information—if 
everything you’d ever known, and everything you 
would know, were communicated—you might feel 
deeply uncomfortable. “How do I hold so much 
truth? How do I hold so much history? How do I  
hold so much possibility?” You would want to slip 
your skin; it would be too much.

And yet, in that interpretation of the giving of the 
Torah, there is a lesson about productive discomfort. 
Revelation isn’t about, “Aha!” It is about curiosity in 
moments when you are uncomfortable. Revelation 
is not necessarily the lightning bolt itself. The 
lightning hits, and then I feel all the electricity 
through me—and my body is buzzing and it hurts. 
I have to get curious about that hurt and about 
finding out where it is from and what it means. 

The text of the Torah came about because people 
got curious about the pain, about the discomfort, 
about everything they were taking in. This feels like 
an invitation, in our moment, to get curious about 
the discomfort we feel so that we do not have to 
repeat it. There will be new discomfort to deal with, 
but maybe not this exact kind.
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Jon
I agree with you there, Aaron, but I do want to 
challenge the suggestion that we are daunted  
by having to hold everything. I don’t know that  
I feel the responsibility to hold everything— 
all of the truth and history and possibility. I do  
feel the responsibility to be the prism that clarifies 
things into a rainbow. 

This makes me think about the great appreciation 
I have for the poems you’ve been writing, Alicia, 
because you have been a prism for me. There is  
all this stuff that just feels so heavy, so daunting.  
I can’t digest it or understand it, but then you . . .  
it comes through you into some clarity. With 
beauty and craft, with technique—I guess that is 
the role of the artist. It is to be the translator of the 
vastness that you were talking about, Aaron. I don’t 
feel the pressure to hold that vastness; I feel the 
pressure to clarify it. 

Alicia
Thank you so much for your words, Jon. You are 
describing what all of us, artists, teachers, spiritual 
leaders of any sort—I think we all kind of take  
turns, even parents and caretakers of various  
kinds. There are ways in which we serve as “prisms,” 
conceptually, and ways in which we do it with 
physical care for each other, our partners, our 
roommates. It is like when someone is upset and  
you just hold that for them for a moment. In a  
way, making art is a highly specialized form of  
that holding.

I agree with Aaron about thinking beyond the 
lightning bolt. The poem I shared had that metaphor 
of lightning. Having lightning go through you is 
sort of held up as a metaphor of ascending to the 
heights—of becoming a spiritual lightning rod. But 
I have also seen it break people. I have personally 
experienced the edges of its danger, not just 
spiritually, but in terms of being a sensitive human.

I think this relates to what Jon was saying. I have 
a similar experience with texts that represent 
prescriptive wisdom—such as midrash, or Torah 
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stories, or legends—which are often not seen as 
artistic, creative, or poetic. You are helping me 
understand something about my relationship 
to that form of Torah as well: It takes a very 
mysterious experience—the experience of being 
alive in a body—and then plots everything else 
going on in a given moment.

“Here is a little container, here is a distinction,  
here is a moment of pivot or of prism. Here’s a 
moment in your day when I give you a little box  
to put things in.”

You can go back and forth between a sort of 
overwhelm, and the presentation of a container  
for it, and then experiencing the overwhelm and 
then the container for it—whether you are creating 
that container or experiencing someone else’s 
creation of it.

Aaron
Thinking of Torah as an artistic work that is 
channeling all of existence—which I feel it is— 
is very much aligned with what both of you are 
saying. How do our interpretations and ways  
of channeling help us to take in the great multitude 
and multiplicity of things?

The difficulty we need to work through becomes  
a portal to something more. Revelation is not the 
end of the story; it is the beginning of the story. 



Disruption as Revelation

DIS
RUP
TION
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Miriam
The common thread of “disruption” is weaving its 
way through this conversation. You have raised so 
many different kinds of disruption: rewriting the 
story and adding a voice and a new interpretation; 
deriving inspiration from conflict; being awakened 
from a slumber, literal or proverbial; remaining open 
to being challenged by the many faces, and many 
voices, around us. 

Jon, I am struck by the many faces looking at  
us from the wall behind you—your mask collection 
in your apartment—as an additional symbolic 
presence in this conversation. Perhaps those are  
the faces of the audience members watching  
from home. 

I am wondering about how one receives a 
disruption that is actually a revelation. We tend 
to herald revelation as something that’s going to 
be this eye-opening, lovely, calm truth. But it is 
lightning. It’s conflict. It’s paradox. It’s the pain and 
discomfort of truth. 

As artists, storytellers, and truth-tellers, you find 
profound ways to unlock and reflect those moments 
for yourselves and for us. I am hearing from you 
that perhaps disruption is a good thing. Perhaps 
being jarred from our slumber is a good thing.

When we awaken, what’s next?



Being Here, Now
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Alicia
Ariel, I loved what you said earlier about sleeping 
and dreaming, and how slumber is part of the 
process of revelation. I think we can be hard on 
ourselves about those moments when we just need 
to check out, or crash, or whatever it is for you.  
For me, right now, it is watching Game of Thrones.  
I am late to that party. 

In moments when we do enter a form of slumber, or 
we do whatever it takes to tune out, I think we have 
to be gentle with ourselves. Moments when we are 
at one extreme can be challenging—and even more 
so if we are judging ourselves for it. Taking a step 
back and seeing it all as part of a sort of “infinity 
sign” is helpful for me as an artist-and-human.
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Ariel
One of the teachings from the Mei HaShiloach, 
the Izhbitzer Rebbe, is that usually, when we are 
trying to receive a new revelation of any sort, the 
first thing we do is build a vessel for it. The Izhbitzer 
Rebbe says that nowadays, we have the Torah, so 
we can build a vessel out of Torah. But when we 
first arrived to Sinai, we hadn’t yet received the 
Torah. We were freed slaves; we were traumatized. 
All we had to build vessels from was our own broken 
selves. If we had tried, those vessels would have 
been limited and defined by our trauma. So instead, 
we slept. We overslept, and we didn’t have any time 
to build vessels. When we woke up, we received the 
Torah without any preparation—and that is the 
way it needed to be.

I was thinking about this because, over the last 
month or so, I’ve been trying to capture in art some 
of my response to this moment. In my attempts, 
I felt a lot of pressure to distill what I’ve been 
experiencing—all of the confusion, the uncertainty 
and anxiety, the living-in-doubt, and the new 
information coming out and challenging what we 
thought made sense about staying safe. 

Finally, I decided, I’m going to try to let go of 
that pressure. And I created a painting—my 
worst painting. In an awesome way, it is the worst 
painting I have ever made. But I am keeping it up  
on the wall in my studio because it is a reminder  
to take off that pressure, let go of control, and not 
to think that I can always build vessels to receive 
the revelation. Sometimes new things come without 
my preparation or control. 

Jon
I have been trying to dwell in our present moment. 
It is always a struggle for me to be here, now. Like 
many of us, in the “old normal,” I was on the road 
and traveling nonstop. Being here, now, takes effort. 
The only time it is easier for me is in artistic practice. 
If I really let myself drop into my artistic practice, 
the other stuff fades.

It happens to be that my artistic practice funda-
mentally necessitates collaborative interaction. 

“Bereft” is maybe the wrong word, but I do feel the 
lack of the collaborative artistic process that I am 
used to. The lack has made it harder for me to be 
here, now, in this moment when the only thing to 
do is be here, now. I can’t know when my state and 
city will open up—or when I will be able to see my 
family or get on an airplane again—but I can try 
to be more present in the moment, both inside and 
outside of artistic practice. 
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Aaron
I want to echo the sense in which there is a 
conversation between the communal and the 
individual. If this moment is about, “I am here, 
now”—and about all of us having to be here, now, 
in a way that is unusual—maybe we have a shot 
at actually building a better world. Whole religious 
traditions are attempts to be here, now. Clearly, 
being present is an ongoing, forever problem. 
Hopefully a group of individuals trying to do it can 
create something larger and better.

It is easy to grieve about seeing people who, in 
single pockets, may not have our current communal 
need at the top of their minds. But I find great 
solace and comfort in going out on the street and 
seeing most people in masks. That is communal: 
They are doing it for me, and I am doing it for them. 
In a strange way, we are seeing a growing sense 
of community. People’s understanding that, “I am 
here. And I am not just for myself,” is showing up  
in new and surprising ways.

As an artist, I am trying to think about what  
this moment means. We do physical, live theater 
work. There are a lot of questions on my mind  
about this time and the time to come. Our 
conversation today makes me wonder—how can 
we leverage this communal moment, when we are 
showing up for each other? How can we create 
art that speaks to learning from that and trying to 
increase it exponentially?

Ariel
There is a story about Rav Kook, the first Chief 
Rabbi of pre-state Israel. He traveled to Switzerland 
for a conference, and I think World War One broke 
out, and he was trapped there for several years. He 
was really brokenhearted about it, but when he was 
there, he wrote one of his masterworks. He wrote a 
book called Lights—Orot—and it is all about the 
Torah of Israel. 

Someone asked him, “How did you write something 
about Israel and you were so far away from Israel?” 

He said, “I dug tunnels to Israel from far away.”

So I am wondering—how do we dig tunnels to the 
collective Torah while we are in isolation? That is a 
revelation I would love to receive—how to really live 
communally while we’re in quarantine. How do we 
dig tunnels toward each other and learn from that 
old Israelite tradition of holding together across 
differences and distances?



The Costs of Revelation
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Alicia
A major challenge for me right now is how to 
truly imagine experiences outside of my own 
when I am seeing only myself and my family. In 
Portland, there is a large homeless population 
and a lot of tent cities. When I’m out and about in 
Portland, I see homelessness and I think about its 
presence. Now that I am just in my house all the 
time, I am kind of insulated from the reality of other 
people’s need. It’s something I am increasingly 
concerned about—in part because, when it comes 
to the specifics of my own life, I oddly feel more 
connected now. 

I am a parent of young children, and I moved 
across the country when my daughter was born. 
I am far from so many people I love—but now, 
suddenly, I can connect with them regularly. With 
all of the apps that we use, it’s like we have lost 
in-person closeness. But geography has lost its 
power over us, to separate us. Now I can say, “Oh, I 
can pop out and attend something only for an hour 
and be as present as anyone else.” Having young 
kids, connecting online is a lot easier, actually. 
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When we think of the normal ways of interacting  
as a community—whom do those ways serve?  
How can our present moment actually point to 
greater possibilities of connection? At the same 
time, what kinds of dire need—hunger, housing  
and domestic issues—am I not seeing right now, in 
my silo? Beyond those of us who are sort of doing 
okay, and who can find each other on Zoom,  
I am concerned.

At this point in the online conversation, an  
audience member wrote a question in the “chat” 
that inspired the artist-scholars to deepen their 
conversation about differences in experience. 
Beth Huppin shared:

A question I have been struggling with is related 
to the reality that we are not all experiencing 
this moment in the same way, in huge ways. 
We are seeing, more and more, how systemic 
inequalities in our society are magnified now. 
Some communities are paying a much higher price 
than others. It feels like some of us are receiving 
revelation at the expense of others. What does  
that mean for us?
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Jon
A friend of mine, Michael R. Jackson, is a playwright 
and musical theater writer. He recently gave an 
interview about art in the time of the coronavirus 
and what the virus is revealing about artistic 
practice in the theater industry and performing arts 
industry. He described it as the moment when the 
lights come on in the kitchen and the roaches are 
running around everywhere, and the roaches freeze 
and look up at the light. 

When we think about inequity and the disparate 
impact of this crisis on people with fewer economic 
opportunities, with less money in the bank, less 
secure employment, preexisting conditions, any of 
the marginalities that would exacerbate the trauma 
of this experience—the system is broken. And the 
lights just came on in the kitchen, and the roaches 
were caught unaware.

Art is seen as a commodity. Through the lens of 
capitalism, art is no different than cotton, and it 
doesn’t need systemic saving—money can just be 
made off of it when we open back up. But the fact is 
that art transcends divisions and separations. It is 
essential to the survival of society in a time like this. 

In moments of emotional pain and empathy,  
I have found solace in art—in the way that music 
can transcend culture, and poetry can transcend 
language barriers. Art isn’t the full antidote, but it’s 
got to be part of the vaccine. If there were a way 
for us to equip our artists, and to trust them, and 
empower, fund, and support them so they could  
be useful in this time, we might be able do some  
of the reparative and restorative work that can only 
happen when we turn on the lights in the kitchen  
at night.

Alicia
I love that, Jon. And there is an artist in every 
community. That is important—the revelation of  
the seventy faces. I think hearing from the artists  
in different communities right now is part of the 
way that we can see into each other’s lives and 
share our realities and move forward together.
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Aaron 
We can have debates about what’s commodified 
and what’s not; there are questions about what is 
available, what is a commodity, what’s art, and 
who makes those choices? But right now, people 
from all walks of life are turning to art.

There are opportunities here. One is to recognize 
that people are turning to art not only for comfort, 
but also for productive disruption, and for ways to 
see themselves and others in this moment. Those 
ways are open to most, but not all. We have to get 
curious about identifying the barriers to entry.  
Even as some barriers are being broken, others 
persist or are even more present in this moment.

Many of us are accessing art very easily right  
now, online. We might take for granted the inspiring 
proliferation of things available. But even as we 

are hopefully funding and supporting art, how do 
we also fund internet access? How do we help the 
people whose access is limited because of their 
geography, economic situation, and systematic 
factors? Their access is limited, so their choices  
are limited; their ability to be with the larger global 
community—which many of us are fortunate to  
be a part of—is limited. While we are asking 
questions of art, we have to ask intersecting 
questions of accessibility.
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Ariel
In the months since the onset of the pandemic,  
I’ve found myself falling into two traps. One is to 
be really optimistic and look for the opportunities 
in this moment—and then I wake up and remember, 

“Yes, but people are suffering tremendously.” The 
other trap, though, has been to fall into feelings 
of despair. Then I have to remind myself, “Yes, but 
there is movement and there are sparks of light 
here, too.” Something that is a practice of life—and 
very much of Jewish life, across history—is to hold 
realism while choosing to move toward hope. If you 
lose either realism or hope, you run into trouble.

The most disturbing Jewish source I have come 
across is a midrash, a legend, about the splitting  
of the sea. The Jewish people have been pursued 
by the Egyptians, and now they are facing the 
water, and they’re trapped. In heaven, there is  
an outcry; the angels know that God is going to 
split the sea. The angels say, “You are going to 
drown the Egyptians, who are idol worshipers, but 
you’re going to save the Jews, who are currently 
idol worshipers, too? There’s no real difference 
between them.” 

In the midrash I mentioned, God says to the angels, 
“Look over there,” and he distracts them with Job. 
Job is this righteous man who suffers suddenly 
and inexplicably—in what is presented in the Book 
of Job as a wager between God and Satan. It is 
terribly disturbing. In this midrash, Job becomes 
the sufferer instead of the Jewish people. While he 
is suffering and distracting the angels, the Jewish 
people can quickly cross the sea.

For a long time, that midrash blew my mind. I think 
it is supposed to be incredibly disturbing. I think the 
rabbis are reminding us that every miracle might 
have a cost. And you must ask, “What is the cost?” 

What is the cost of revelation? Who is paying the 
cost and supporting the system that allows me the 
privilege of studying Torah or making art? Asking 
this question is an essential spiritual practice.  
To fail to ask it is to betray the Covenant and the 
experience at Sinai.
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Miriam
This is a moment of awakening, revelation, and 
hope for change. What are you dreaming about? 
What dreams are in your mind that you want to 
share with us?
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Alicia
I think I want to respond with a poem— 
a metaphorical answer. This is one I wrote a  
couple of nights ago called “In the Eleventh Week  
of the Pandemic”:

The mask feels at home on my face 
Like a worn key in a front door’s lock 
I make cinnamon rolls without a recipe 
And it works, like a miracle 
We wipe the counters twenty times a day 

Pour the children glasses of milk over and over 
When we open the refrigerator 
To grab the jug’s thick plastic handle 
A brightness inside stands sentry 
Holding us in its light for a moment 

I used to imagine the refrigerator bulb 
Stayed on all the time 
Like the Everlasting Light 
That hangs before the Holy Ark 
In every synagogue 

But now that I am older and have seen 
How everything can be lost in a moment 
I understand two things: 
One, the refrigerator is dark 
When closed 

And two, in every synagogue, 
Someone changes that lightbulb 
Some custodian or rabbi 
Or teacher or congregant or volunteer— 
And though this sounds like the start 

Of a joke, it is the opposite. 
In the face of all that would extinguish us 
We pour milk, we bake, we take turns, wear 
Masks, we keep the light burning, 
We keep each other alive. 
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Jon
That was stunning. 

I dream, or pray for—I hope we don’t forget the 
things we are learning right now. My dream is 
that we don’t just go back to what was normal. I 
crave that normal; I crave what we had. But I will 
be extremely sad if we go back to it without any 
retention of what we’re learning now.

Aaron
Yes. I hope, wish, and dream that we continue our 
curiosity. I think we are in a moment right now when 
people are asking big personal and communal 
questions. We’re asking questions of our system; 
we’re asking questions of our own purpose in the 
world; we’re asking questions about who we are 
and who we actually want to be, both individually 
and as societies. And if we can live in a state of 
ongoing curiosity—if we can be as interested in 
the questions as we are in the answers—maybe 
we have a better chance of enacting policies and 
doing things that actually serve people in ways that 
are true.

In this moment, art has been a primary vehicle for 
human curiosity and connection. It is a valuable 
container for curiosity and connection. We are 
seeing, feeling, and hearing that now, and let’s 
continue to, even as time evolves. 

Ariel
My hope, my wish, is that we deepen ourselves  
and we expand and broaden the bandwidth of 
tools, modes, languages, tones, and colors with 
which we are approaching life and addressing life. 
In making room for the kinds of marginal beauty 
of the arts—and other forms of holy, beautiful 
madness—we will not just rebuild our world,  
but also reimagine it. For me, that is connected  
with a great reconciliation that, at moments,  
I can imagine. 

In its simplest form, my dream is that we make 
friends again—with our hearts, and with our earth, 
and with each other. 

Miriam
There is something powerful about listening to the 
prophetic voices of artists, who see things from 
multiple perspectives, and who dream in slumber 
and when awake.
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We hope that the artist-scholars’ conversation  
about revelation sparks curiosity, wonder, and 
reflection. As your contemplation continues, you 
may wish to engage with the following questions 
and prompts—whether independently, in journal 
writing, with a chavruta (study partner) or book 
club, or in discussion during gatherings and 
retreats, Shabbat meals, staff or team meetings,  
or communal learning. 
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1
What does revelation mean to you? Consider  
the metaphors for revelation suggested by the 
artist-scholars:

•	 Awakening from slumber
•	 A lightning bolt
•	 Peeling an onion
•	 Cracking the shell of a hard-boiled egg
•	 Lilies blooming
•	 The seventy faces of Torah
•	 Students rereading and rewriting tradition
•	 The beginning of a new journey
•	 A giant flood of information
•	 A disruption
•	 When the kitchen lights suddenly come on,  

and the roaches freeze and look up at the light.

Which of these metaphors resonate with your 
experience, and why? Can you think of another 
metaphor that captures what revelation is for  
you, personally?

2
What are the major sources of revelation in your 
life? To answer this, you may consider: 

Who are the people who offer you prisms and 
perspectives?

What are the ideas and texts that inspire and 
challenge you? 

Where do you look for guidance as you navigate 
discomfort in a productive way?

3
The artist-scholars suggest several habits of mind 
that we might need to cultivate in order to engage 
with revelation: 

•	 Seeing a new face of Torah
•	 Recognizing another face of the human 

experience
•	 Facing struggle
•	 Discovering a new methodology
•	 Asking hard questions
•	 Receiving and processing truth
•	 Learning from productive discomfort
•	 Getting curious about our own experiences
•	 Staying attuned to ongoing revelation
•	 Being a prism to clarify revelation,  

history, or truth for others.

Which of the above would you like to embrace  
or deepen? What, if anything, is standing in  
your way? 
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4
Aaron said: “Conflict is often a precursor to 
something new being born. I find some hope  
in that.” 

Re-examine a conflict or struggle that you face. 
Where might it lead? What promise or potential 
new outcome might you pursue?

5
 
Ariel said: “How do we dig tunnels toward each 
other and learn from that old Israelite tradition of 
holding together across differences and distances?” 

What are some of the steps you can take to  
reduce your isolation and deepen your connections 
to others?

6
Jon said: “I do feel the responsibility to be the prism 
that clarifies things into a rainbow.” 

Is there an idea, teaching, or action that you feel 
responsible for clarifying for others? How do you 
teach or model it? 

7
Alicia said: “In moments when we do enter a  
form of slumber, or we do whatever it takes to tune 
out, I think we have to be gentle with ourselves. 
Moments when we are at one extreme can be 
challenging—and even more so if we are judging 
ourselves for it. Taking a step back and seeing it all 
as part of a sort of ‘infinity sign’ is helpful for me  
as an artist-and-human.” 

How do you step back from being extremely 
“awake” so that you can rest and nourish yourself 
for the next “awakening?” In what ways do you 
need to be gentler with yourself?

8
Choose a phrase or question from the conversation 
that sparkles for you. What meaning or challenge 
does it offer?

9
This is a moment of awakening, revelation,  
and hope for change. What are you dreaming 
about? What dreams are in your mind that you 
want to share?
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