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Dr. Saul Wachs: Back on Campus 

My sabbatical in Israel last semester was a magnificent experience, both personally 

and professionally. From the Negev crater, Makhtesh Ramon, in the South to the 

spectacular beauty of Haifa in the North, my wife Diane and I soaked up everything 

this small country has to offer. We even have the pictures to prove it; Diane painted 

over 50 scenes from Israel during our stay! 

On a personal level, my wife and I connected with eight of our sixteen grandchildren, 

including two who are in the Israeli army intelligence. We also took in the simply 

awesome cultural life of Israel, including four operas, which we attended thanks to a 

congregation in Brookline, Massachusetts. The opera tickets were a gift in honor of my 

40 years as cantor for that congregation during High Holy Day services. 

On a professional level, the experience in Israel was equally enriching and extremely 

productive. In addition to attending an academic conference on Zionist education, I 

lectured in several different venues. At the Pardes Institute of Jewish Studies in 

Jerusalem, which offers outstanding academic programs geared primarily to 

nonresidents of Israel, I discussed the methodology for teaching prayer. I spoke on the 

same topic to teachers and administrators from TALI, the largest alternative 

educational system in Israel. I also lectured at a local Bible study circle and at an 

annual event in memory of my late wife, Dr. Barbara Wachs. 

In addition to lecturing, I also spent much time writing. Diane and I published a paper 

called “Kedushah ve-Yofi: The Role of the Aesthetic in the Realm of the Holy” in the 

Journal of Synagogue Music. I also wrote two papers in collaboration with Michael 

Schatz, a doctoral student at Gratz, on changing the culture of prayer in Jewish day 

schools. These papers are due to appear as chapters in books published by Hebrew 

Union Press and Siegel College of Jewish Studies. Finally, I drafted a piece on a 

curriculum for encouraging greater congregational participation in services. This 

paper is slated for a chapter in a book that will be published by Academic Press of 

America.  



While in Israel, I also completed a project that partnered ancient words with modern 

technology. In 1983, the United Synagogue began to distribute a set of cassettes of 

synagogue chant, which I had edited and recorded. This summer, with the help of 

Michael Schatz, I completed the editing of an expanded version of the chant, now to 

be released on MP3.  

Despite the time I devoted to research, writing and chanting, I did have the 

opportunity to take the pulse of Israeli society, and I couldn’t help but notice an 

undertone of anxiety. While there were, of course, the longstanding concerns about 

Mideast peace, tension also stemmed from the significant gap between the wealthy 

and the poor, which is larger in Israel today than ever before. Finally, there was 

anxiety—anxiety that frankly I share—about the loss of connection between Jews in 

Israel and Jews in the Diaspora.  

While I worry about Israel, especially given the current volatility in the region, I am 

eternally grateful that I had the opportunity to spend my sabbatical there. It was a 

truly satisfying and fulfilling experience. 

 


