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Universal Declaration of Human Rights as Haftarah
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights is a modern prophetic document. Like the biblical 
prophets, the UDHR imagines the world as it should be, and commands us to create this world.

Some congregations have developed the practice of reading the Declaration aloud as the Haftarah 
for Human Rights Shabbat. Here is the process as described by Rabbi Barbara Penzner of Temple 
Hillel B’nai Torah in West Roxbury, MA, and Dr. Susannah Sirkin of Physicians for Human Rights:

We consider the Universal Declaration of Human Rights to be the sacred text for Human 
Rights Shabbat. Our first encounter with a public reading of the Declaration was at the 
Reebok Human Rights Awards ceremony in 1993. Media magnate Ted Turner said it was 
better than giving a speech and that too many people talked about human rights but had 
never actually read the Declaration or knew what all these rights were. In our congregation, 
we read it with the haftarah blessings, to place the prophetic writers of this declaration—
including  Eleanor Roosevelt, French Jewish jurist René Cassin, Hansa Mehta of India, and 
Charles Malik of Lebanon---into our own prophetic tradition.  We’ve found that the call is 
most compelling when the 30 articles are read by a multiplicity of voices standing up one by 
one in our sanctuary and representing diverse fields and interests across our community.  
This drives home the point from the Mishnah that God stamps all human beings with the 
mold of Adam--who was himself created b’tzelem Elohim, in the divine image--yet each is 
unique, precious, and equal in dignity and rights.

The text of the Declaration that follows was abridged by Dr. Sirkin and theatrical director Diane 
Paulus. The text was streamlined for a quicker public reading, but no original language was 
changed.

Now, T’ruah is pleased to take this practice to its next logical step. Cantor Nancy Abramson, 
Director of the H. L. Miller Cantorial School and College of Jewish Music of The Jewish Theological 
Seminary, has notated the text with trope marks, so that it can be chanted to the ancient melodies of 
our people. She writes:

I looked at this magnificent text as a series of pesukim (sentences), and notated each of 
the 30 articles as one pasuk.  I tried to be faithful to the rules of cantillation grammar, yet 
keep intact the dramatic flow of the chanting.  It was also challenging to notate the actual 
diacritical marks, since English text is written left to right and the Hebrew markings are read 
right to left.  I chose to notate most cantillation marks in their original right to left form, but 
some pairs that always go together I wrote from left to right, to reinforce their linked nature.  
I also added hyphens to connect words meant to be chanted to only one trope symbol. 

With some preparation, the text should make for smooth reading; there is also a recording posted 
on the T’ruah website (http://truah.org/resources-91356/human-rights-shabbat.html) to help guide 
Haftarah readers.  

We hope the chanting of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights blends the modern and 
innovative with the authentic and ancient in an inspiring way.
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