
ִמי ִלי? ִאם ֵאין ֲאִני ִלי,

ּוְכֶׁשֲאִני ְלַעְצִמי, ָמה ֲאִני?

ְוִאם לֹא ַעְכָׁשיו, ֵאיָמָתי?

IM EIN ANI LI 
Music: Steve Cohen 

Text: Pirkei Avot 1:14 

אם אין אני לי
לחן: סטיב כהן

מילים: משנה אבות א:יד
INTRO 

• Experiment with your singers by rehearsing passages first

without prompting them to keep in mind one of the interpreta-

tions.

• Prompt your singers to audiate (to hear in the mind’s ear)

that interpretation.

• Rehearse the passage again, with the interpretation in

mind.

Follow up by asking your HaZamirnikim for descriptive feedback 

about the differences between each “take” of this passage. 

GOALS/OBJECTIVES: 

HaZamirnikim will be able to...: 

• perform Im Ein Ani Li with musical sensitivity, adhering 

to both markings in the music and instruction from their 

conductor. 

• maintain their own part both in local chapter rehearsals/

performances and in international rehearsals/

performances. 

• express general knowledge of the context in which the

piece was composed. 

ASSESSMENT:

Informal Assessment: can be performed by the conductor 

during the course of rehearsal by prompting HaZamirnikim 

with questions relating to the content included in this 

guideline and by critically evaluating sections of the music 

during rehearsal (e.g., A conductor may prompt their 

HaZamirnikim to pay special attention to the rehearsal of a 

difficult passage, then the conductor can ask for musical 

feedback (using the learned vocabulary) from the singers). 

Key: 

Historical Event: Red 

Historical Figure: Blue 

Core Concept: Green 

3. CHEVRUTA QUESTIONS (PAIRED STUDY): In this section, you

will find a number of questions you can ask your HaZamirnikim to dis-

cuss with each other during rehearsals. This rehearsal activity is not 

something that should distract from the overall flow of rehearsal; rather 

it provides an occasional moment for HaZamirnikim to learn from one 

another and to solidify their own understanding of the materials they 

have been presented with. 

This resource will help guide you as you rehearse your chapter 

through the learning of Im Ein Ani Li. It is our hope that this document 

will make it easier to bring some of the “midrash” of the music alive 

from week-to-week so that when we come together as a HaZamir 

community, we will all have common understandings of the texts and 

music we learn together. Please keep these points in mind as you use 

the following guide: 

THE TEXT: Centered and bordered on this page, you will find 

the complete Hebrew text for Im Ein Ani Li, accompanied by its trans-

lation. 

1. CONTEXT: This section provides a brief overview

of the context in which Im Ein Ani Li was composed. From general 
historical information to pertinent historical figures and places, you will 
find useful information to share with your singers about the history of 
this song as you teach it to your chapter.

2. CONTENT: This section provides guides for how some 

sections of the music may be interpreted. Many of these sugges-

tions come directly from our maestro, Matthew Lazar. As you are 

learning the referenced sections with your chapter, you may con-sider 

the following exercise: 

Im ein ani li, mi li? 

Uch’she’ani l’atzmi, mah ani? 

V’im lo achshav, eimatai? 

If I am not for myself, who will be for me? 

And if I’m only for myself, what am I? 

And if not now, when? 
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Music: Steve Cohen 
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 אם אין אני לי
 לחן: סטיב כהן

מילים: משנה אבות א:יד 

 

Key: 

Historical Event: Red  

Historical Figure: Blue  

Core Concept: Green 

 

Mati Lazar often teaches about the importance of balancing particular Jew-

ish identity with universal human values. As he was thinking about the 

next piece the ZCF would commission, he asked composer Steve Cohen to 

set the Tanna (rabbinic sage) Hillel’s (110 BCE - 10 CE) famous three-part 

text from Pirkei Avot (Ethics of the Fathers):  “If I am not for myself, who 

will be for me?  And if I’m only for myself, what am I?  And if not now, 

when?” 

Hillel’s first two questions are filled with the kind of tension that informs 

our Jewish lives: We feel connected to our Jewish identities and our Jew-

ish community, but our Jewish tradition itself tells us that we cannot only 

focus on our particular concerns. We need to look out for the greater good, 

welcome the stranger, feed the hungry, heal the sick, no matter the back-

ground of those in need.  Many of us look on with great pride when Israel 

is among the first responders on the scene of any number of humanitarian 

crises, from an earthquake in Haiti to a hurricane in Puerto Rico. It’s a 

challenge for us to balance the particularism of Judaism with the universal-

ism that Hillel (and the Prophets) teach is also our responsibility.   

This tension is expressed in Cohen’s musical setting, with the different 

texts presented in different musical ideas, competing with each other in 

musical conversation.  And of course, there’s also Hillel’s third question, 

“If not now, when?”, which points us toward action -- action which re-

quires us to hold the balance of particular and universal. In the end, Steve 

has managed to harmonize all of these texts in an exciting and upbeat set-

ting. 

1. CONTEXT 2. CONTENT 

• Throughout this piece, each part of this three-part text has its own 

musical motif. Take note of each motif as it appears, and notice 

how each one articulates a different principle. 

• As this piece begins, we are introduced to the first of our three 

texts. The first text, (“I am not for myself...”) is musically reflect-

ed in the boldness of the musical vocabulary. The second phrase 

(“If I am only for myself…”) is more reflective, with a descend-

ing musical line. The interaction of the two ideas — and the mu-

sical expressions of these ideas — represents our desire to bal-

ance these two seemingly opposing truths. Once we have 

achieved some balance between these two concepts, the compos-

er introduces the third musical idea, which expresses the urgent 

need to act. 

• As we struggle to find the balance between self-care and caring 

for others, especially in the 21st century — where social media 

has changed both how we interact with others and how we view 

ourselves daily — we are reminded by Hillel’s wisdom that as 

important as self-care is, we should not get so lost in ourselves 

that we lose track of the needs of others. 

• With the final question comes a powerful, forte sense of urgency. 

“If not now, when?” When we all apply Hillel’s first two teach-

ings to our own lives, we can find a balance between ensuring 

that we are taken care of as individuals and that we are able to 

stand together to care for one another. Once we are confident in 

this knowledge, Hillel’s third statement encourages us to act on 

our newfound understanding. There is no better time than the 

present to begin your search to find the answers to these ques-

tions. 

3. CHEVRUTA QUESTIONS (PAIRED STUDY) 

1.  As we explore the idea of being for oneself, in what ways do 

you care for yourself without being selfish? 

2.  Think of the people in your life who are “for you.” Who are 

they, and how are they present for you? Are you also present for 

them? If so, how? How do you decide whether to put yourself 

first or a relative or friend or stranger first? 

3.  Where have you struggled to balance your Jewish commit-

ments and your universal commitments? Have you ever had to 

choose between a Jewish event and a non-Jewish one, at school, 

in sports, or in a musical context? 

4.  Where have you experienced a coming together of your Jewish 

and your non-Jewish worlds? 

5.  Can you think of a time in which you were simultaneously “for 

yourself” and “for others?” 

 


