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Abstract

An anthropologist and a musician begin a project—a collaborative blog and podcast
taking the Kaddish (the Jewish Mourners' Prayer) as focal point. They call this meditation
on death, grief, and loss "A Kaddish in Two-Part Harmony." And within weeks a
community forms around the project; people are drawn, finding a place to share their
sorrow, feel less alone in their grief, and perhaps achieve a sense of healing. The site
becomes a place to share a Yizkor (Remembrance), mark a Yahrtzeit (memorial
anniversary), and enter a Makom (a sacred space). But this space is in the blogosphere—
not an actual 'place’ at all, but perhaps just as valid a locus as any other extension of the
Diaspora. This paper examines the question 'can a virtual place become an authentic
sacred space?' Can it house ritual and fellowship, where ordinary consciousness can be
transformed, where grief can be shared and eased, in which participants can encounter
and participate in something they consider spiritual, or even divine? And if this is
possible, does the meaning of 'sacred space' change at all, or is the blogosphere just
another venue humans have constructed, inhabited, and labeled alternately as either
sacred or profane? Does physicality of 'place' matter in the creation of the sacred? This
paper argues in part that it is spending ‘sacred time’—such as in a Minyan, and even in
an asynchronous, virtual Minyan—rather than necessarily occupying a sanctified edifice,
that creates a meaningful conception of ‘sacred space’ in the Diaspora.



Introduction

It has been argued that in Judaism, there is no sacred place, only sacred time—with one
exception, that being the Temple in Jerusalem (Sienna, 2008). The Temple, however,
was destroyed not once, or twice, but three times, and made inaccessible not only as a
result of destruction but of diaspora, so the Temple became for the Jews (in a sense)
another piece of time: a time when the Temple might be returned, retrieved, rebuilt. And

that time would not come without the aid of the mashiach—the messiah.

A synagogue has never been considered a sacred space, the way a church or mosque
might be. What is sacred is the Aron Kodesh—the Tabernacle that holds the sacred
scrolls of the Torah. That Tabernacleis portable, mobile. It can be raised up and
removed; it can join in nomadic travel and serve its function to a people in exile, making

its current location a sacred place, however briefly.

Any place, therefore, can be or become ritual space; a place of prayer, a place for
collective mourning. A minyan, the quorum of ten needed for prayer, can be convened
anywhere. Particularly in the case of mourning, prayer is not done alone. The Jewish
bereavement ritual—saying Kaddish every day for a year and a day after the loss of an
immediate family member—ensures that its practitioners go to minyan every day, and a
priori ensures that they get out of their house—that they get out of bed, that they go on
living. The community binds its living back into the community of the living through the

practical requirements of the Kaddish ritual.



Such a ritual works particularly well in small, well-bounded communities (like the shtetl)
where folks know each other and the deceased, and (very Jewish) everyone has
something to say. It’s personal as well as practical. In urban (and suburban)
contemporary America, there are still some who live in such well-bounded communities
as the shtetl. Those, such as the Satmar of Brooklyn, or the Lubovitchers of Crown
Heights, or even loyal members of the nearby suburban shul, can be supported in their

mourning by a tightly-knit social fabric.

But in much of North America, and in an era in which religious observance appears to be
waning, there is a large and growing population who mark the major occasions in life,
including death without such an external support, and for many of us, the lack of formal
structures have impeded our facing, processing, and recovering from grief. Mourning
rituals share certain common elements—in particular, physical proximity to community,
and familiar, prescribed behaviors—that aid the mourners in marking a separation,
transition, and incorporation into new roles. Grief without mourning, and mourning
without community or ritual—mourning without p/lace—may create a state of indefinite

bereavement with no clear path back to the routines of the living.

Ritual Places for Mourning

That place to go to mourn is, in Jewish life, generally referred to as ‘Beit’something—

‘the home of / the house of"— —a place for ritual mourning. Synagogue. Shul. The



mourner's own house, or the house of others’. Any of these places may be consecrated—
can be made ‘holy’—by the spending of sacred time in the conduct of sacred ritual. It is
not the place itself, but the time spent in that place, the time spent in the conduct of
meaningful and purposeful ritual, in the presence of the sacred texts and objects, that
make it holy. The place itself—the locus, the structure, the merely physical—is just that:
just a place—or even a place-holder, standing in for the original locus of the sacred: The

Temple in Jerusalem.

In the Jewish tradition, according to Mimi Levy Lipis, sacred space is ‘completely
detached from any geography’ (2011:96). Jewish ritual place can be both time-limited
and liminal, as with the sukkah, which, according to Lipis, is neither inside nor outside

space (2011:195), nor is it enduring.

Ritual place may even be embodied in a personage, such as the shekhinah herself, for she

is considered the actual (and literal) dwelling place of the Divine on earth.

Is this physical place, then, even necessary?

If the place of ritual and redemption is as transitory as the aron kodesh—the portable ark
that holds the Torah—can it be left out entirely? Can a virtual place serve in the stead of
an actual place? If ritual space is transitory and ritual time is ephemeral, then why
shouldn't a ‘place’ on the internet serve as well to provide ritual succor within the Jewish

tradition?



The Internet affords either an entirely open public venue, or a select and private one, or
any option in between. It has the capacity to simulate sacred space, create or consolidate
a community, and to gather a minyan to pray. The Internet can gather up all members of
the Diaspora and virtually transport them to holiest places (past, present or future) of the

Holy Land. It can even give a "Second Life," although we’re not going ‘there’ in this

paper.

We are, however, going Chabad, and to Beit Malkhut, two examples of sacred Jewish
space created online; one, a large, public site created by the Chabad-Lubovitch Media
Center, a division of the Lubovitch World Headquarters with the express, determined
purpose of gathering a new generation of Hassidic devotees; the other, a small site
created by two individuals of ambivalent religious identity (an atheist anthropologist and
an equally atheist horn player), who accidentally gathered a following of diverse
individuals immersed, for the most part, in their own personal experiences of grief, and

finding themselves with no place to put it.

Chabad Online

First Chabad. Chabad.org is an outreach website created by the Lubovitcher Hassidic
community not only to gather a new generation of devotees, but also to broadcast drashot
(lessons) and to teach them their prayers, including Kaddish, the mourner’s prayer—all

online. For synagogues and Jewish communities throughout North American and beyond,



ranging from the Hassidic Chabad to the pointedly ecumenical ourjewishcommunity.org,

the Internet has become a primary venue of and for ritual expression, if not performance.

Chabad’s online ‘Interactive Kaddish Trainer’ is the Mourner’s Kaddish with training-
wheels. “Learn to say Kaddish like a Pro” boasts Chabad’s website (Chabad.org). And
they mean it. Learn online, and you never have to set foot in a place of ritual learning, a

shul or a yeshivah.

It shouldn’t surprise you (although for some reason it surprised me) the Chabad’s
Interactive Kaddish Trainer is distinctive in its identity, its accent and its cadence. Learn
Kaddish from Chabad online, and you will forevermore be identified as a Chabadnik in
the Ashkenazi Eastern European tradition by accent alone. [PLAY VERY BRIEF CLIP].
From the isolation of one’s own computer, one becomes a Chabadnik; a member of a

distinctive, worldwide ritual community.

Kaddish in Two-Part Harmony

Our own kaddish project at beitmalkhut.org has had no such pretentions of global
domination on the ritual front. We started the website thinking only of our own losses
and grief. An atheist Sephardi anthropologist and an agnostic Lutheran musician who fell
into dialogue about grief and grieving, music and ritual, we began our site ‘Kaddish in
Two-Part Harmony’ through serendipitous personal inclination not institutional caveat

and directive, promising simply to share a daily podcast recording of Kaddish for a full



Jewish lunar year and to continue our conversation on mourning, grief and loss in a joint

blog.

We had no idea what we were getting into. We set up ridiculous rules to be sure that we
didn’t take it all too seriously. But if the experiment helped us mourn our losses and

relieve the grief, | mean, what the hell? We were exactly that serious about it.

"Well," interjects the musician, "that's what she says. This was serious for me—taking on
a commitment to release into the wild every single day a recording of myself playing one
particular piece, no editing and no second takes, no matter how badly it went—was
daunting. I had long since left daily practice behind, and it's no small matter to schlepp a
French horn and recording gear along every time you'll be spending a night away from
home. And collaborating on a paper is hard enough—who takes on an entire website with

a complete stranger? Serious business indeed."

Whichever the case, we both stuck to it.

Ritual, the anthropologist snarkily asserted, was no more than codification of an OCD

wet dream. The horn player nodded politely, resumed her daily battle with ProTools and

Wordpress, and went about securing podcast rights to Lev Kogan's "Kaddish" from its

publisher and ASCAP.

We fiddled with the website to make it aesthetically pleasing and simple. Did a lot of



tedious work behind the scenes to make it easy for listeners to find the daily recordings as
a podcast in iTunes. Posted new entries to our Facebook pages, for exactly the same

reason: accessibility. God only knows why.

And people came. They left comments, on the blog and on our Facebook pages. They
became a virtual minyan of sorts as they followed the site together, and their comments
and emails suggested that they were finding something they needed—our words and
recordings were helping others to release their own grief and process their own losses. 1
don’t think they came for the purpose of watching us in our own process. They came to

facilitate their own healing.

Before long a reader asked for an opportunity to play the daily recording and
subsequently accepted our invitation to write a guest remembrance—and many more
followed. Readers posted their own yahtzeit remembrances, complete with photographs
of their departed. Listeners requested Kaddishim for their dead, family, friends, and
lovers. People began to join in on the recordings, singing or reciting or playing their
instruments. Together we all mourned our loved ones. And even those we hated. Visitors
to the site joined us in creating sacred space and sacred time—but the place was virtual,
not an actual physical place. And the time was out of time—at no particular time but in

many times, asynchronous.

The project also led us into situations resembling more traditional practices. Within

weeks of beginning the project, the hornist found herself at the home of someone recently



bereaved but determined to carry on with a smile, and when she offered to play
"Kaddish" for him that night (recording it with her iPhone), he finally let go and began to
weep. His wracking sobs nearly drown out the music in places. And recently, the
anthropologist and horn player were asked to facilitate an actual memorial service—that
is, a purposeful gathering and ritual conducted in a physical bayit, Beit Malkhut, at an
appointed time, with real-live actual human beings gathered together at the same agreed

on time and place. This was a transformation from a virtual to a physical minyan.

And while death is ubiquitous, the ultimate universal experience, responding to people
grappling with death doesn't come easily to most people. But both the anthropologist and
the musician found themselves for the first time knowing what to do. They had a ready
response—they could write an kaddish essay, record a kaddish piece, or simply converse
about the practical realities of mourning—an activity that for them had become regular,

deliberate, concrete, and routinized.

The people who came to the site and to the physical memorials given to date, have been
primarily women, with affiliations, congregations or beliefs that (if they existed at all)
were not serving to release their suffering. The people who came for the most part spoke
no Hebrew. They felt voiceless and community-less in the face of mourning. And they
sought and found a venue at Beit Malkhut not only to relieve their anguish but also to
publicly express their rage and outrage at the circumstances which had led to dying and

death.
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Two who came to Kaddish in Two-Part Harmony had even been rebuffed by Chabad

shaliachs right there standing at their mother’s Hospice deathbed.

“No,” the Chabadniks had said. “You have no minyan of 10 men. We will not say

Kaddish.” End of story.

And so, Kaddish in Two-Part Harmony from its inception began serving the needs of
even those who had rejected or had been rejected by traditional—and not-so-
traditional—congregations. By the end of the ritual lunar year of mourning, the Kadish
site at Beit Malkhut came full circle. It came to provide a virtual place for voicing not

only loss but also the frustrations of ritual placelessness.

Conclusions

Internet ritual space is legitimated by those who are drawn to it, and consecrated by
participants who spend time in it—just like any other ritual space. In our example, the
Jewish tradition leads organically to the creation of ritual space online because of its
historically nomadic and Diasporic roots. With only the (twice-destroyed) Temple in
Jerusalem serving as actual holy ground, any place at any time can be transformed into
virtual sacred space through the gathering of ritual practitioners acting in ritual concert.

Anywhere. Anytime.

This is not to say that Judaism is by any means the only religious tradition to use the
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Internet thus, or to be ritually flexible in terms of physical sanctity. Not at all. But there
is here a stark contrast to Judaism’s sister Abrahamic traditions, Christianity and Islam,
both of which claim that their physical sites, churches and mosques, are actual,

immovable hallowed ground.

Not so for us. Kaddish in Two-Part Harmony became sanctified only and simply by
virtue of its congregants’ use of the site. In other words, the site has done what ritual is
supposed to do: it has relieved grief and reduced suffering, redirected anger, and
recreated community. And it has done these things without inhabiting a physical place,
applying for tax-deductible status from the state, or even conducting its rituals at

regulated or coordinated times.

And so, Beit Malkhut’s Kaddish in Two-Part Harmony, despite all of its transgressions—
—its placelessness

—its asynchronous time

—the avowed atheism of its founders

—its non-hegemonic gynocentrism

—its lack of a formal minyan

—its paucity of ritual rigor and correctness—

—or perhaps because of these transgressions—

is very much in keeping with long-standing Jewish practice and values. It is mainstream
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in its very Otherness, Otherness being at the heart of the Jewish, Diasporic experience.
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[This reminds me of designing courses at the University. You have fun creating a new
class, and before you know it students are lining up pushing and shoving proclaiming that
they “need” it to graduate. How could they need it? I just made it up?! Then again,
Steve Jobs knew exactly how to build something that people would flock to in their
newfound “need.” It’s the “if you build it/they will come” syndrome. Is this something
terribly obvious? We made the site just for us. It became a site/ritual space that others
came to need]

Delete:

Beit Malkhut

Beit Malkhut was founded in San Francisco, California in 1995 and focuses on the study
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of Jewish mysticism, magic, and folklore. It has been the seat of ritual performance for
participants, gathering in person, but without benefit of synagogue, shul, or kehillah. Beit
Malkhut, like numerous other grassroots Jewish groups in the San Francisco Bay Area,
has been transitory, in that it can move from house to house. It is liminal, in that it has no
official or formal status as, well, anything at all, not even a tax-deductible charitable
organization. And it is embodied, in that (quite literally) ‘beit malkhut’ means the

dwelling place of the Shekhinah on earth.

When Beit Malkhut went online, it did so for the purpose of creating a public ritual place

for mourning. A place we came to call our Kaddish in Two Part Harmony.

Abstract (Draft)
Kaddish in Two-Part Harmony: Sacred Space vs Sacred Time in the Blogosphere

An anthropologist and a musician begin a project, a collaborative blog and podcast that
takes the Kaddish (Jewish Mourner’s Prayer) as its focal point.  They call this a
meditation on death and grief and loss—a ‘kaddish in two-part harmony.” And within
weeks a community forms around it; people are drawn, finding a place to share their
sorrow and perhaps achieve a sense of healing. This is a place for yizkor (remembrance)
and yahrtzeit (memorial anniversary)—a makom (a sacred space). But this space is in the
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blogosphere; it is not an actual 'place' at all, or perhaps it is just as valid as any other
geographical extension of the Diaspora. This paper examines the question 'can the
blogosphere create authentic sacred space?’ Can it create a place where ordinary
consciousness can be transformed, where suffering can be alleviated, and in which
participants can encounter something they consider spiritual, if not divine? And if this is
possible, does the meaning of 'sacred space' change at all, or is the blogosphere just
another venue humans have devised, inhabited and labeled alternately as either sacred or
profane? Does 'place' really matter in the creation of the sacred? This paper argues in
part that at least for the Jewish People, it is spending ‘sacred time’—in a Minyan, even a
virtual Minyan, for example—rather than occupying ‘sacred place’ that is the more
meaningful ritual ‘place,’ at least in the Diaspora.

Sacred Space

Creating community

Fellowship

Purpose // relief from misfortune
Ritual

Sacred music—intentionality
Prayer

Mourning
How do you ‘measure’ sacred space?

Qualitative measurement — testimonials / comments

Quantitiative // traffic patterns / commenting volume, consistency, popularity of certain
types of posts vs. others / loyalty / listenership / persistence during a visit / sign up for the
RSS feed // subscriptions

Controls — Mira’s and Erin’s separate blogs — are comment patterns (volume & nature)
different?

Contrast Facebook comments vs. beitmalkhut, andthispartistrue, erinvang -
nature/volume

Readership patterns/habits — do people subscribe? Notice Facebook posts and click links?
Bump into us on twitter? Search us on google? Google AdWords?

Podcast to go live mid-March, listeners can subscribe on iTunes and other RSS feeds, can
also listen on links directly embedded in blog — how does readier access (vs. private
dropbox sharing) affect commenting/participation/listenership? Does it lose the intimacy
of the private dropbox “virtual asynchronous minyan”?
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How do we contrast this with more traditional ritual, e.g. gathering with a minyan at shul
to say kaddish live — here the kaddish comes to you, on demand, in privacy of your own
techno-devices

— an experiment in creating sacred space in the virtual realm from two people who don’t
happen to believe in traditional notions of sanctity

Our Virtual Jewish Community - http://www.ourjewishcommunity.org/
http://www.google.com/search?client=safari&rls=en&q=our+virtual+jewish+community
&ie=UTF-8&0e=UTF-8



