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an interview with
andrew hahn,

the kirtan rabbi

RABBI ANDREW Hahn,
known as the Kirtan Rab-
bi, has been facilicaring
Hebrew bbajan (sacred
song) aver the last several
years, His goal is to ereate
a cross-fertilization of
song and wisdom by
bringing Jewish reachings
o the Yoea world even as
he presents Bhalksi (devo-
tion) to the Jewish world.
His new album, Kirtan
Rabbi: |ive!, was recenily
released to wide crivical acclaim. Rabbi Hahn holds a PhID in Jewish
Philosophy and has been o martial ares instrucror tor more than thir-
ty years, He laces his chants wirh short teachings and mediration
rechniques. The Kirtan Rahbi atfers monthly kirtas ar the Integral
Yoga Institure in New York City,

SR Let's begin with some background.

K 1'm originally from Pirshurgh, Pennsylvania. I like to say that |
grew up i Mr. Roger’s neighborhood, People say, O, I know ex-
actly what you mean.” But I say, “No, seriously...He lived four
houses down the streer.™

SR: (Laughing) Was it a religious family?

NF: We belonged for several generarions o perhaps the Classical He-
form synagogue in the Unired Stares. To me, it was a warered-down
Indaisu I didn't really want to get involved as a kid.

SR A tepid form of religion.

KR: Yes. ‘There was a big cathedral serring, with high ceilings, stained
glass, opera singers in the organ pipes. The wemple-poers were coumn

pletely passive. And, thaugh Twas voung, | sensed a certain shallow-
ness there. The architecture reflected a different, ourdated form of
spinitualiry. It showed a vision of a rranscendent God, if you knaw
what | mean. The idea was thar God was fur away, urrerly other: in
the clouds, in heaven. You were supposed to sit there and be in awe.
Pacticipation did nor really figure into the equarion. You had to sit
still, attend the sharr service and leave. | do want to eniphasize thar

itwasa legitimate form of spirituality; ar one point or another, it re-
ally worked. But the time for this kind of encounter with the divine
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had passed: it lefr me and
many of my contempo:
rarics dry.

8R: Were you bar-mirzva-
hed?

KR: Mot in my youth, T cel-
ehrared an adult bar-murz-
vah later. 1 sore of dropped
wut — the Jewish thing just
didn’t speak to me when 1
was young, [ left the whaole
tradition for, maybe, ten
vears. | just didn’t idenrify
as a Jew,
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5R: S50 whar happened?
KR Well I could've gone ro India (laughter), bur as fare had it, | went
off tu Germany to study philosophy. Or, so | rhought. In truth, [ was
trying to get as far away as a Jewish hoy could from his Judaism and
parents (laughter). In Germany, it began to dawn upon me that Iy
background had meaning. Alter a couple of years there, I became
involved with a Jewish-German dialogue group in, of all places, Iast
Berlin. {The Wall was sall up and the Cold War very much going full
throttle.) To make a long story shore this was my Wende, to usc a
German ward, my murniig.

Meanwhile, over the decade or so 1 had been complerely away from
Judaism (I mean, thers were years when 1 didn’t kenow when it was
Yom Kippur!), things had changed in the commumnal Jewish under-
standing ot worship and, by extension, of connecting o God. Deb-
hie Friediman and Shlomea Carlebach had ransformed Jewish music
— the furmer in liberal Judaisin, the lager in the more traditional Jew-
ish world. Important archirecrural changes also took place: the ca-
thedral vision gave way to movahle chairs put in circles in smaller
rooms. This of course brought people closer rogether. Ir also indi
cated that the idea of 2 far off, trunscendent God had become deem-
phasized, and more attention was given to making a close-knit com-
munity. Grod was among us. God was immanent. Jews were no
longer sitting in the pews, simply in awe; we were responsible for
crearing our own spiritual experience. Rabbis, too, were not the sole
teansmitters of the rradition. When [ returned from Gevmany and
encountered this “new™ Judaism, of course it appeuled to me much
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more than whar | had grown up with. The pendulum had swung,
S The danger there, of course, is that it could ger oo liberal, and
people can forger abour the rranscendent Giod. Afrer all, Fe/She is
both immanent and rranscendenr,

Ki: Excacrly, And that happened o some extent, Everybody was do-
ing everything, It had swung completely the other way. 'I'radition-
ally, in Judaism, there had been call and response — in singing hymns,
for example, The cantor or any other capable leader would sing and
the congregation would respond, usually with the nexr phrase, thar
is, antiphonally. Bur in much of this new, fully participatary Jewish
worship sryle, rhis had become lost. This was also unfortunate, Mow
—after encountering kerian — [ have leamed one needs o know when
tw be silent, when to listen, and then when ta respond. | had heard
Shyamdas speak of this: The first step is to listen attentively, then o
chant, then to remember. , .

R Yes, m radinonal Indian ksrzan, too, that's the formula. e comes
from the Seventh Hook of the Bhagasata Purana: hearing, chanting,
remembering and so on. There are nine processes of devotional service,
beginmng with hearing and chanring,. . .50 is this where Sirtan Grs in?
KR: Yes, exactly.

SR | see. And why you? Were you a musician?

KR: Well, yes. I suppose. My family was always very musical. We
had to learn piano when I was a kid. Thar was a must, Sa 1 was al-
ways a musician. | also played classical guiter at a very young age.
My Arst stint with college, in fact, was the Carmegie Mellon Univer-
sity Conservatory of Music, as a classical puitarist, As a child I also
sang opera. Sa it was a very muosical childhood. And T always loved
great music, from classical matenial o Dylan and the Dead.

And so when I returned from Germany and [ came hack to Juda-

ism, it was the music thar really spoke to me. [ mean the synagogoe
music, singing at the Shabbat table - it was all so rich and so beaun-
lul. That's what got me. Especially the music thar was so joyful and
participarory. It caughr hald of my hearr.
SR: Himm. And the journey East? And specifically the joumcy to kirtan?
KR: Well, what happened is this: T gor my PhD, and | went to rab-
binical school and became 4 Rahhi. Bur, despite all of my *qualifica-
tions,™ | jusr conld not find work. T wanted to be a regular Rabbi,
you know, suit and tie. But a formal position just wouldn'r present
itself. T was really ready to give back, hur there was no outler. God
clearly wanred something else from me, though it didn’t feel so warm
and fuzzy ar the time. | was distraught,

ended up in Boulder, Colorado. 1 loved the mountains and my
brother was there; so | took the vear off and just went to live in Cuol-
oradn. While there, I met Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, the
principal founder of the Jewish Renewal Movement. Well, | was
blown away with his learning and wisdom. & rruly remarkable in-
dividual. (You know, he's the one featured in Rodger Kamenete's
book, The [ew in the Lotus.) Around the same time, | was listening
to Krishna 1as, ane of his early CDs, And it touched me on a deep
level. Mot at [irst; it grew on me, and then it jusr ook me over. There
was such depth to his chanting and it was clearly a good device o
bring people in, to allow peaple an experience of the divine.

And rhen it hit mes [ could do this! | could use “Hebrew maneras,”
if you will. T could take the richness of the Jewish tradition, incorpo-

rate certain kirtan elements, and make this something special for

e ——————————————

Jews. Sa that’s whar happened. I went back to New York and 1 or-
dered a harmonium — I'd never even seen one before, Bur 1 liked the
sound and wanted to incorporate it into my singing, 1 went to chait-
ing sessions at the Omega Institute and gor into the kirtan scene,
slowly bur surely,

I came to love Krishna Das, Shyamdas, Wah!, Jai Urral, Deva Pre

mial — the whole gang. Bur I wanted 1o do i differently. T wanted to
use Hebrew and 1o be rrue ro the Jewish tradition, There's nothing
wrong with doing it the other way, by incorporanng Hindu elements.
That's fine. I'm complerely nonsectarian. Whatever works. The whole
idea of krtan is thar it brings you closer to Truth, dloser to God. And
different medels wouk for different people. So there's no sense of bring-
ing people to Judaism. In a lot of people’s personal dictionary, the
word ‘Rabbi’ translares as “person who wants to make vou more Jew-
15h.” That’s not what I'm about. T totally happy for people who are
*Jewish on their parents® side” if they derive their spinrualicy from
Hinduism, Buddhism or Tacism. Similarly, my chanting in Hebrew
is only thar: crearing vibrational sounds wsing & language 1 love and
know deeply...know grammatically. I don't expect anything more
than that from those who participare in my kirtans, It is open (o peo-
ple of all fairhs. Ironically, | often find it easiet to get non-Jews to chant
in Hebrew than those who were brought up Jewish (langhrer).
SR Are you saying that there is no element of using kirtan to bring back
crrant Jews:? Don'e you really feel thar by using kirtar, and the popular-
iy of Yopa and Hinduism, that you could bring Jews back o the fald?
KR: Good guestion, In truth, I mostly wanr ta minister to already
pracucing Jews. [ feel thar while the Jewish religion is alive and well,
there's a lack of passionate spiriluality among Jews, by and large.
While our history is important, we ger tao caught up in our people-
houd, in circling the wagons against further disasters. And so 1 feel
Hehrew lirtan can invigorate Jews. It can make them enthused abour
their own tradition. Get us past our collecrive FTSIL. Sa 1 want tao
mainly play synagogues and Jewish venues, to help Jews become
more enthusiastic abour Judaism and see it - and vur work — as de-
riving from a God of love,

The Yoga gigs have also become essential for me. It's great 1o chant
in an environment where peaple already know what to expeer. If
they come to one of my Yoga satsamgs (spiritual gatherings) and then
wanl to turn to Judaism, thar's fine. Bur thar’s not my purpose. Let
all people go down whatever spintual path dey choose. Kirfan can
help. It can make a practicing Jew more contemplarive and mediea-
tive, and it cun take people from other religions traditions and male
them more scrious about their respective paths, Whether one sings
in Hebrew, Sanskrir, Hindi, Arabic, Latin — whatever — Eirtan is a
unigue *technology” that brings one closer o God, By vibraring God's
names, in any language, one can more easily achieve the goal of life,
irrespective of religions affilarion. T jost choose 1o do it in Hebrew
because | love the langnage, know it well and feel | can transmir mosr

powerfolly through it | Lavogn |

For more miformation on Andrew Halbn, the Kirtan Babbi, visit:
Errtanrabbi.com

Steven [ Rosen (Satvaraja Dasa) is the antbor of fwenty-one books,
including the popmdar Yoga of Kiran: Conversarions on the Sacred
Art of Chanong. yogaofkirtan.com
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