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Kirtan Rabbi' Brings Indian Chants,
Drumming
Maayan Jaffe Staff Reporter 
OCTOBER 26, 2007

When the lights dim at the Owings Mills Jewish
Community Center on Saturday night, Nov. 10, the
chanting will begin. The drums will beat. Voices will
vibrate.

From 7:30 to 9:30
p.m., the JCC’s Adult
Life department presents "Kirtan Rabbi: Mystical Hebrew
Chant." The evening, according to adult life coordinator
Miriam Abramovich, "from start to finish is going to be really
exciting."

The "Kirtan Rabbi" is Rabbi Andrew Hahn of New York City.
Joined by drum circle facilitator Shoshana Jedwab, the two will
unleash the life force through a participatory song session of
Hebrew call-and-response chanting. (No knowledge of
Hebrew is necessary.)

"People should come with an openness to let go a little,
participate and enter into something a little different than
usual," said Rabbi Hahn, who will encourage people to chant,
hum and meditate along with him — and wear comfortable

clothes.

In synagogues, Jews sing a prayer through and then move on to the next. Kirtan chanting
depends on continual repetition of a "simple, beautiful Hebrew phrase to enter a different
consciousness and state of mind," he said. Chants can go on for as little as two minutes or as
many as 20, the participants determining each chant’s length.

Before each chant, the rabbi offers what he calls an orientation, a teaching to set the mood
and intention for the upcoming chant. Upon completion, there is a short meditation or silence.
Folks generally sit on yoga mats or pillows.

Though the system is Eastern in nature, Rabbi Hahn said the intent is not to "be Indian," or
even to bring the two cultures together. He said he wants Jews to find commonality and
spirituality in their own religion.

With a rabbinical degree from Hebrew Union College and a doctorate in Jewish thought from
the Jewish Theological Seminary, Rabbi Hahn said the "rabbi" part of "Kirtan Rabbi" is equally
as important as the "Kirtan." What he said he is trying to do is use an Indian method in a
Jewish way, to reach people who might otherwise feel spiritually empty or at least need
something to complement their traditional religious experiences.

"Most of us have grown up with a Judaism that got pretty dry, and that is why so many people
went off to be ‘Hin-Jews’ or ‘Bu-Jews.’ They weren’t finding the energy they were seeking in
Judaism," he said.

Rabbi Hahn said spirituality is not enough without religion, and he doesn’t think mixing a
cocktail of spiritual practices will offer the same fulfillment as finding spirituality in religion,
which offers a history and community.

"Religion with no spirituality will die," he said. "Spirituality without religion is a kind of
narcissism."

At his sessions, he said he hopes people will have "a direct yet intellectually and emotionally
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informed experience of God, whatever God means to them, and to have that connection to the
Divine in a context where they also feel connected to the community of participants around
them."

Ms. Abramovich said she expects as many as 50 people to attend the "Kirtan Rabbi" event,
which costs $8 for JCC members and $12 for non-members (drink and dessert included).

She said the night fits into the center’s spirituality and wellness program, and she said she is
confident that "if you are looking for a new way to explore a connection with God and
spirituality, or even just interested in Hebrew and niggunim (wordless Chasidic melodies)," the
"Kirtan Rabbi" will be able to help.

"He is really interested in breaking down the formalities of prayer and connecting to God," said
Ms. Abramovich.

What Is Kirtan?

Kirtan is a form of chant developed in India to heighten participation, communal feeling and
ecstatic communion with the Divine, according to Rabbi Andrew Hahn. Its unique call-and-
response formula takes away the notion of singer and audience, but rather is wholly
participatory.

For more information, visit kirtanrabbi.com.

To read more, pick up a copy of the Jewish Times at one of our newsstand locations.

To purchase a subscription or send a gift subscription, fill out our on-line form.
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Maariv Online - February 17, 2008
A Festival of Eastern Chant:
Blessings and Namaste to Rebbe Andrew Hahn, 
who chants Jewish Prayers in an Indian form 
and does Hasidic Tai Chi

The combination of music and religious ritual is well 
known: church choirs, stirring Gospel singers in black 
congregations, Sufi music, the earth-shaking song 
of the Tibetan monks, the almost intoxicating song 
of mystical unification which bursts forth from the 
temples of the Sikhs, and the holy drums in Afro-
Caribbean rituals. The place of music within Judaism 
is also not absent, and there is space in it for cantors, 
niggunim and chants. And if it is possible to take 
what’s good from all worlds - well, why not? Meet 
Rabbi Andrew Hahn, known simply as Reb Drew, a 
New York rabbi who does kirtan. 

Kirtan (or: Bhajan) is a meditative form of chant and 
an important part of the way of Bhakti, religious unification in the Indian tradition. Whoever has been present at a ceremony like this - 
even if the Indian culture is completely strange and foreign to her - is not able to resist the power of the tones of the harmonium, the 
tablas, and the continual collective chant, which one hears as if one were always there and could never cease. The basic structure of 
the kirtan is, “I sing--you answer”: The main chanter sings a line, and the “choir” answers.

Reb Drew, scion of Pittsburgh, began to play and sing at a young age and even took part, in childhood, as a singer in the city’s opera. 
On his website, he tells that standing on the stage as a child was a welcome sign to his place in the future as a musician (and since he 
is also a rabbi) before a congregation. He turned to guitar, was a member of rock bands, studied music academically - and, in parallel, 
turned to rabbinic studies. Something moved within him when he took part in the Sanskrit kirtans, for example, of Krishna Das. Under 
the influence of yogic kirtans, the young (sic!) Rabbi began to learn to play the harmonium - which he plays as an atmospheric drone 
which seeps in the background into the hearts of the listeners. Additionally, he plays guitar [occasionally] in the course of a kirtan.

His motto, “First we sing, then we believe,” is taken from the sayings of Abraham Joshua Heschel, who was a Jewish theologian, poet, 
philosopher and friend of Martin Luther King. Heschel believed that God is revealed in what we do together. The aspiration of Reb 
Drew, if there is one, is to establish a Jewish kirtan: to find a way by which it is possible for the participants to release themselves into 
the the group voice, and to find a place in which leader and congregation “disappear one into the other, and don’t know any more who 
is who, such that the only listeners are perhaps God and the angels.”

Reb Drew believes that Hebrew Kirtan works wonderfully. He claims that researchers have shown that the Hebrew language belongs 
to a group known as the “vibrational languages.” In the singing of kirtan, one does not sing one song and pass on to the next one, since 
it’s all about meditative chant. This is one of the challenges with which the rabbi wrestles, since [this approach] is strange to Jewish 
custom [perhaps]. Indeed, the event itself and the immediate spiritual connection which it creates in its course, he explains, are much 
more important than the language in which one sings. Both singers and non-singers are invited to his kirtans, Jews and non-Jews — 
anyone who wants to connect with God, together, by way of voice. Here (link to website) one can hear the piyyut “Yah Ribon Olam” by 
Rabbi Israel Najara in a tune adapted from the ashram of Sai Baba, or “Lecha Dodi,” “Eit dodim kalah” and “Love your neighbor” with 
an Indian flavor.

Kirtan is not all. Reb Drew borrows from the cultures of Asia also with tai chi, and on his site, he combines theStar of David with the 
yin-yang sign. He also teaches tai chi, and in his musical gatherings sometimes even combines Eastern meditation. His tai chi is joined 
to hasidic concepts, and in his movement lessons it is possible to find Jewish concepts like, “resurrection of the dead,” “kavannah” 
exercises, and “[transparent] self-abnegation.”

For anyone who intends to go to a kirtan in New York, it is recommended to bring a pillow, except for those who want to sit in a chair 
which will be provided. Sometimes it is nice to have a blanket around one, and also to bring a bottle of water.



Eastern promises | New Jersey Jewish News Friday, March 21, 2008 11:23:53 AM America/New_York

http://www.njjewishnews.com/njjn.com/032008/mwEasternPromises.html Page 1

New Jersey Jewish News

About
Classifieds
Advertise
Subscribe
FAQ
Contact Us

Home
>
Metrowest News

Eastern promises

Rabbi seeks harmony in mystical chant

The ‘Kirtan’ Rabbi

Rabbi Andrew Hahn will hold a Havdala Kirtan on Saturday, March 22, at 7:30 p.m. at Temple Shalom in Succasunna. Admission to the event
and Havdala service costs $18 for adults, $5 for students. Patrons are invited to a wine and cheese reception that begins at 6:30. A patron
donation is $25 per person. Advance reservations are required. To RSVP or for more information, call 973-584-5666.

by Johanna Ginsberg
NJJN Staff Writer

March 20, 2008

From the Age of Aquarius to the New Age movement of the ’80s and beyond, many Jews have sought to enhance their spirituality by
borrowing from Eastern religions — cribbing a chant from the Buddhists here, a meditation practice from the Hindus there. But for some, a
nagging, uncomfortable question remains: Is this kosher?

Purim is here, but Andrew Hahn, aka the Kirtan Rabbi, is the real megilla.

Hahn, 49, is part of a small cadre of pioneers who incorporate Hebrew names of God and snatches of sacred texts into musical forms
associated with Eastern traditions.

In his case, it is usually done in kirtan, also known as bhajan, an ancient form of call-and-response chanting that originated in India, in the
Hindu and Sikh traditions. It often involves calling out the name of the divine. Performers like Krishna Das, a Long Island-born singer Hahn
calls “the Jimi Hendrix of kirtan,” have popularized the style in the United States.

A resident scholar at CLAL-The Jewish Center for Learning and Leadership, Hahn serves as cochair of the ritual committee for Kehilat
Romemu, an independent congregation in Manhattan. He holds a regular kirtan once each month at the Integral Yoga Institute in Manhattan.

Although he teaches Jewish studies at the 92nd Street Y, the Manhattan JCC, Me’ah, JLearn on Long Island, and other venues, he said, “Kirtan
is becoming my day job.” Hahn brings the practice to far-flung synagogues, either running a program of just chanting, or weaving kirtan into
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a more traditional service. On March 22 he’ll lead a Havdala kirtan at Temple Shalom in Succasunna.

He calls his efforts “insta-BJ,” referring to Congregation B’nai Jeshurun, the Manhattan synagogue known for its soulful, musical worship
services.

Hahn is careful in describing what he does. On the one hand, he acknowledges that he considers chanting a kind of prayer. However, when he
brings it to others, he said, he stresses that “I am not trying to change Judaism. This is not meant to be a replacement for the liturgy, but
rather a complementary practice.” In between chants, he often teaches.

“I hand out a text and I set the kavana, or intention, of the chant through studying the text,” he said.

Hahn, who was first exposed to kirtan in 2004, is the only ordained rabbi currently leading Hebrew kirtan.

“I am on the furthest fringe of outreach,” he said. “What I do is for Jews and non-Jews, but there are Jewish people who are coming who would
never do anything Jewish. They are doing yoga, and they feel their chants in Sanskrit are not to their gods; they hear I’m doing it in Hebrew,
and they come.”

His status puts him in a unique position with practitioners.

“Because I’m a rabbi, they learn with me, and I can be a gateway to the synagogue for them. It’s very gratifying to get an e-mail from someone
who says for 30 years they haven’t touched Judaism, but now they are moved,” he said.

His grasp of Jewish texts, he said, enriches the kirtan he leads. “I deeply know the language,” he said. “If I use a phrase, I know the various
places it appears in the Bible, the Talmud, the Kabala. Knowing where it is used informs the way I sing. What’s behind my voice is all the
learning — it informs my practice.”

The learning includes a PhD in philosophy and Jewish thought, earned at the Conservative movement’s Jewish Theological Seminary in 2001,
and rabbinical ordination at the Reform movement’s Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion in New York in 2003.

His excitement about kirtan grows palpable as he describes how it works: “It’s very participatory and only happens in relationship. It’s call and
response — I sing, they listen; they sing, I listen. Listening to yourself singing is different from singing and listening back and forth. When you
split the duty, in a way, there is more unity,” he said. “It’s deeply contemplative and deeply ecstatic.”

In conversation, he draws on his academic self, likening the relationship that results from kirtan to the I-Thou philosophy of Martin Buber. (In
fact, Hahn is so enthralled by Buber that he named his dog for him; they have, he said, an “I-Bow-wow” relationship.)

“What is more I-You than this practice? It can only happen in a relationship where you obliterate any sense of ‘me-ness’ and give yourself
over to ‘I-You-ness.’ That’s the goal: to become a community.”

‘My rabbinate’

Hahn grew up in a large classical Reform synagogue in Pittsburgh. His connection to Judaism, however, was forged in the mid-1980s when he
was in his 20s, living in Germany. When he returned to the States, he began studying Judaism in earnest. The chanting that is so integral to
kirtan brings out his longstanding passion for music — he not only sang opera as a child, he went on to play and study classical guitar at
Carnegie Mellon University.

He discovered kirtan purely by accident after graduating from rabbinical school. He had envisioned himself a pulpit rabbi, moonlighting with
some academic work on the side. He headed out to Boulder, Colo., to find work and had joined a group of rabbis studying with Rabbi Zalman
Schachter-Shalomi, perhaps the leading figure in the Jewish Renewal movement.

One day, he and some friends listened to a recording of Krishna Das chanting in Sanskrit. “I thought, ‘Wow, I could do this in Hebrew,’” he
said.

He realized quickly, as he put it, “I had found my rabbinate.”

He learned to play the harmonium and incorporates it and the guitar into his kirtan. He often performs with Jewish educator Shoshana Jedwab
on the drums.

On March 15, he appeared for the first time with Susan Deikman, another Jewish kirtan artist who performs under the name Yofiyah, at the
Integral Yoga Institute, where they held a Saturday night Havdala kirtan. Deikman is credited with founding what is now known as Hebrew or
kabalistic kirtan in 1999.

Hahn acknowledged that his blend of tradition and outside influences can be a challenge.

“The rabbi’s main function is to be a teacher of the Jewish Torah. That’s a hard path to navigate. If I say this is a form of worship or prayer,
more normative Jews would say, ‘You are changing Judaism.’ So I say, let them decide what they are doing. If people feel they’re praying,
okay. If people feel they are having fun, okay. I’m not going to define it for other people.

“But for myself, it is a form of prayer. This is my Torah,” he said. “That’s really what’s it’s about — it’s Torah. I’m finding a way to teach Torah,
expanding where Torah can go.”

To listen to a clip of Hahn’s kirtan, go to www.kirtanrabbi.com and follow the link to audio clips.
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Search NJJN

mailto:comments@njjewishnews.com
http://www.bj.org/
http://www.kirtanrabbi.com/




This copy is for your personal, noncommercial use only. You can order presentation-ready
copies for distribution to your colleagues, clients or customers here or use the "Reprints" tool
that appears next to any article. Visit www.nytreprints.com for samples and additional
information. Order a reprint of this article now.

March 5, 2009

Yoga Enthusiasts Hear the Call of Kirtan

By SARA ECKEL

ON one of her regular visits to New York from Virginia, Christine Breighner told Rebecca Damon, a

longtime friend, that she didn’t want to visit the tourist sites she’d seen before. She wanted to extend her

horizons beyond the latest Broadway show or exhibit at the Met. Not too long before, Ms. Damon had

received a brochure advertising a call-and-response chanting session called kirtan after a yoga class. Now

she passed it along.

“I read the brochure and said, ‘Oh, that might challenge my comfort zone, so we should do it,’ ” said Mrs.

Breighner.

Recently, Mrs. Breighner and Ms. Damon attended a Friday night kirtan at the Integral Yoga Institute. The

two friends, along with about 60 participants, sat on cushions facing a group of musicians who wore

traditional Indian kurtas — collarless cotton tunics — and played a variety of instruments, including bongos,

a wooden flute and harmonium, an accordion-like organ.

For about two hours, the musicians played and chanted in Sanskrit while the audience responded when

moved. Some clapped and swayed as they repeated the words; others simply listened with closed eyes and

beatific smiles. The mood became more festive as the evening wore on, with many participants jumping up

to dance: springing straight up and down, making chorus-line kicks and even walking on their hands.

It was a definite scene — a mix of a religious revival meeting, a Grateful Dead concert, and summer camp.

And it could certainly challenge many comfort zones. But if you can adjust your comfort level to include

white people in dreadlocks and saris, if you can roll with belting out several rounds of “Hare Krishna” and

“Om Nama Shivaya,” then you might just enjoy yourself.

And with the average kirtan in New York requesting a donation of $10 to $15, it’s a relatively inexpensive

route to bliss in difficult times.

As with meditation, the intent of chanting is to calm and focus the mind, relieving it from its usual chatter —

grocery lists, money worries, petty arguments. “Chanting works well because it engages the mind and

because it’s musical,” said Mitra Somerville, 49, who leads Integral’s community kirtan. “The melody and

the vibration of the words are very soothing and uplifting so people can really connect with it.”

And an increasing number of Americans seem to be connecting with kirtan. At the Omega Center in

Rhinebeck, N.Y., attendance to its Ecstatic Chant festival has doubled over the last five years. The numbers

are also up at Integral. Jo Sgammato, 57, the center’s general manager, said the Friday-night kirtan would
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have about 25 participants 10 years ago; now the center will sometimes host 400 in a single weekend when

kirtan stars like Krishna Das, Jai Uttal and Wah! perform. At the Jivamukti Yoga School in Manhattan, 700

people came last September to see Krishna Das, setting a record for kirtan at the center.

If you’ve ever taken a yoga class where a rich, sonorous voice chanted on CD, chances are it was Krishna

Das, who has become so popular over the last five years that he now performs at mainstream venues like the

Wadsworth Theater in Los Angeles, the Berklee Performance Center in Boston and last month at Town Hall

in Manhattan.

“It has left the churches and the yoga studios because it’s such a simple practice,” said Krishna Das, 61, who

grew up on Long Island as Jeff Kagel and traveled to India in the early 1970s. “It’s not about belief in any

religions, so people are coming from all walks of life. You give it a try and if it works, you’re in fat city. If not,

you do something else.”

Although kirtan is rooted in India’s devotional religions and involves chanting the names of God, Krishna

Das says the practice requires no allegiance to any deity or set of beliefs, and he is dismayed that many

associate the chant “Hare Krishna” with people who begged on the streets and danced in airports in the

1970s.

He recalled the chant he led at a medium-security prison in Virginia. “The group was pretty into it,” he said.

“They were clapping and chanting along, and then as soon as I sang ‘Hare Krishna’ they all looked at each

other and went, Oh, that’s what he is. And they just stopped singing and stopped participating. That was

just terrible.”

But as more Americans are introduced to chanting through yoga classes, they’re warming up to the practice.

Take Dennis Antrobus, 56, a programmer/analyst for Société Générale bank. Mr. Antrobus checked out

Jivamukti’s kirtan after chanting in his yoga classes at the center. “At first it felt really weird doing these

chants, but after awhile I realized, ‘Oh, I like this,’ ” said Mr. Antrobus, who has been attending kirtan in

New York for four years.

He occasionally takes along bank colleagues, with mixed results. “It’s the kind of thing that you have to find

your own way to,” he said.

Yoga centers report an increase in the number of people who wish to lead the chants, though only a handful

of kirtan artists earn a living at their craft. On a recent Wednesday night at Jivamukti, Sruti Ram and

Ishwari played for about 30 people, who each presumably put $10 in the suggested donation basket. Not

enough to quit a day job, but Ishwari, a k a Lynn Keller, said she netted more in suggested donations and

CD sales than she did when she performs pop music in clubs like CBGB’s Gallery.

This is because the people who come to kirtan participate in the event, rather than simply pay the two-drink

minimum and watch, she said. “There’s kind of a bad attitude in regular music,” said Ms. Keller, 48, an

interfaith minister and real-estate agent. “People have this idea that they shouldn’t have to pay for things.

But in kirtan there’s more to it. You take more responsibility for your actions.”

After the chanting was over and participants had neatly stashed their pillows and blankets on the shelf in
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back at the Integral institute, Mrs. Breighner’s face glowed liked she had had a massage. “I didn’t realize it

would be so energizing and that the chanting would be so rich,” she said. “You could just sit and let it just

wash over you or you could really take part in it.”

Ms. Damon, who declined to give her age because she is an actor, agreed. “It was really exciting to watch

how the group had such different reactions, from being still to bouncing off the walls, and that was it was

O.K. for everyone,” she said. “There was no judgment,”

When asked if they were compelled to jump up and dance, Mrs. Breighner, who also declined to give her

age, looked pensive.

“I’m a foot-tapper,” she said.

Copyright 2009 The New York Times Company
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