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Inevitably, on flights back to the big apple, I sit next to a new face and begin a conversation

about our lives, family and work. The conversation, more or less, goes something like this:

“What do you do?”

“I’m a cantor”

“Oh, what’s a cantor? Is that like you’re trying to become a rabbi?”

“A rabbi and cantor have similar ends, but use different means to get there.  A rabbi educates and inspires through the intellect, using sermons. The cantor educates and inspires through the heart, with sacred music.”

“So you sing?”

“Yes, I lead congregations in prayer. I become a conduit in which people can join together in worship.

I’m the guy people come to when they want to talk to God.” But where does the person who

models this behavior for others, find inspiration for himself? In my life, I have continued to seek out living spiritual models, who’ve helped me connect to God, from a deeper and more genuine place. Here are three vivid memories of those who have shaped my sense of coming close to God.

As a boy growing up in Rockland county, NY, I remember hearing a 23- year old Cantor named Kavetsky, trained in the old school of Hazzanut, the great Cantorial art. I still recall how he would look up to heaven, close his eyes, and from somewhere deep within, pour out a sound like a deep

cry - it was his unique way of communicating with his Maker. I cannot adequately express the depth at which his cry was felt. But we, as a spiritual community, ‘understood in our hearts

that this was his personal invitation to join his party of the spirit.’
Visiting my beloved grandmother on Friday afternoons in her apartment in the Bronx, I recall how she would lovingly spread a white table cloth over the table, magically transforming the

mundane into the sacred. Then, lighting the candles she would circle the flames with her hands while whispering words of gratitude, bringing the light of Shabbat into her home. Her example taught me what prayer is all about.

In my seminary days at J.T.S., I remember watching one of the Deans pray with us at our Friday evening service, a sanctuary filled with hundreds of rabbis and cantors-to-be. Just prior to the silent devotion, Rabbi David Weiss-Halevny would step out into the center aisle, take time to straighten his suit jacket, button the top button, then move slowly backwards, three steps. Watching this ritual was like witnessing a professional athlete warm-up before a sporting 
event. Once the Rabbi made sure his physical deportment was readied and dignified, he humbled himself before his Maker, taking steps backward as a sign of humility.

I was blessed, early on in my youth, with these three very personal role models of spirituality. In my beloved grandmother’s home I was able to revel in the feeling that every act of communion with God can be performed with love and beauty. From the Rabbi’s example, I learned that

there are ways to communicate directly with God without words, but through gestures and that this was enough to create a prayerful mood and bring a greater intention in my  prayers. Lastly, from my hometown cantor, I witnessed how a community could safely hold the space for an individual’s authentic voice in dialogue with God, and discover their own voices in the process.

From these roots, I’ve started to see my own journey express itself to theworld in a unique way - in the role of one who facilitates these types of spiritual connections in others.

Cantors provide the trust needed for individuals to open their hearts and speak to God. We make it safe to seek a connection to our soul. When we do this together a roomful of strangers are

transformed into an extended spiritual family.

It’s the soulful chanting of a cantor that transport us to a place of authenticity. Cantors give us permission to feel the profound depth of a sacred moment within ourselves, and move us

into a world of hope and inspiration. Cantors allow us to bask in asacred space, giving us time to fuel our souls so we can cultivate a deeper awareness of life.

Lastly, a cantor’s task is to help us find our own personal connections to our heritage. The prayer book is the most carefully edited book in all of Judaism, every word is there for a reason. Let its words come alive for us and be the springboard for us to discover new meaning in our lives, and

move us ever upwards, higher and higher.
