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Definitions of Impostor Phenomenon

A feeling of phoniness in people who believe that they are
not intelligent, capable, or creative despite evidence of high
achievement.

- Pauline Clance and Suzanne Imes, 1978, The imposter
phenomenon in high achieving women: Dynamics and
therapeutic intervention, Psychotherapy: Theory, Research &
Practice

Impostor syndrome exploits the part of the brain that fosters
insecurity, telling us not only that we are inferior to others in
our field of work or study, but also that we don’t even deserve
to be among them in the first place. That voice, while loud,
is usually wrong – and we don’t have to let it determine how
successful we can be.

- C.E. Harrison, Union of Reform Judaism blog
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Some years ago, I was lucky enough invited to a gathering of
great and good people: artists and scientists, writers and
discoverers of things. And I felt that at any moment they
would realise that I didn’t qualify to be there, among these
people who had really done things.
On my second or third night there, I was standing at the
back of the hall, while a musical entertainment happened,
and I started talking to a very nice, polite, elderly gentleman
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about several things, including our shared first name. And
then he pointed to the hall of people, and said words to the
effect of, “I just look at all these people, and I think, what
the heck am I doing here? They’ve made amazing things. I
just went where I was sent.”
And I said, “Yes. But you were the first man on the moon. I
think that counts for something.”
And I felt a bit better. Because if Neil Armstrong felt like an
imposter, maybe everyone did. Maybe there weren’t any
grown-ups, only people who had worked hard and also got
lucky and were slightly out of their depth, all of us doing the
best job we could, which is all we can really hope for.

Neil Gaiman

“No matter how old you are, it always seems you’re never
quite old enough to be a rabbi. No matter how devout,
you’re never pious enough. Tough job, the rabbi thing.” 

Rabbi Lawrence Kushner, I’m God, You’re Not: Observations
on Organized Religion and Other Disguises of the Ego
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Exodus 3:9-13 .4.ד ג״י-׳ט:׳ג תומש
־ינֵבְּ תקַ֥ עֲצַ הנֵּ֛הִ התָּ֕עַוְ )ט(
 י֙תִיאִ֙רָ־םגַוְ ילָ֑אֵ האָבָּ֣ לאֵ֖רָשְׂיִ
 םיִרַ֖צְמִ רשֶׁ֥אֲ ץחַלַּ֔הַ־תאֶ
 הכָ֔לְ התָּ֣עַוְ )י(׃םתָֽאֹ םיצִ֥חֲלֹ
 אצֵ֛וֹהוְ העֹ֑רְפַּ־לאֶ ךָ֖חֲלָשְׁאֶֽוְ
 לאֵ֖רָשְׂיִ־ינֵֽבְ ימִּ֥עַ־תאֶ
 ה֙שֶׁמֹ רמֶאיֹּ֤וַ )אי(׃םיִרָֽצְמִּמִ
 יכִּ֥ יכִנֹ֔אָ ימִ֣ םיקִ֔לֹאֱהָ֣־לאֶ
 איצִ֛וֹא יכִ֥וְ העֹ֑רְפַּ־לאֶ ךְלֵ֖אֵ
׃םיִרָֽצְמִּמִ לאֵ֖רָשְׂיִ ינֵ֥בְּ־תאֶ
ֹיּוַ )בי(  ךְמָּ֔עִ ה֣יֶהְאֶֽ־יכִּֽ ר֙מֶא֙

(9) Now the cry of the 
Israelites has reached Me; 
moreover, I have seen how the 
Egyptians oppress them. (10)
Come, therefore, I will send 
you to Pharaoh, and you shall 
free My people, the Israelites, 
from Egypt.” (11) But Moses 
said to God, “Who am I that I 
should go to Pharaoh and free 
the Israelites from Egypt?” (12)
And [God] said, “I will be 
with you; that shall be your 
sign that it was I who sent 
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 יכִ֖נֹאָ יכִּ֥ תוֹא֔הָ ךָ֣לְּ־הזֶוְ
 ם֙עָהָ־תאֶ ךָ֤אֲיצִֽוֹהבְּ ךָיתִּ֑חְלַשְׁ
־תאֶ ן֙וּדבְעַתַּֽ םיִרַ֔צְמִּמִ
)גי(׃הזֶּֽהַ רהָ֥הָ לעַ֖ םיקִ֔לֹאֱהָ֣

 םיקִ֗לֹאֱהָֽ־לאֶ השֶׁ֜מֹ רמֶאיֹּ֨וַ
 ינֵ֣בְּ־לאֶ א֮בָ יכִ֣נֹאָ הנֵּ֨הִ
 יקֵ֥ לֹאֱ םהֶ֔לָ יתִּ֣רְמַאָוְ֒ לאֵרָשְׂיִ
 םכֶ֑ילֵאֲ ינִחַ֣לָשְׁ םכֶ֖יתֵוֹבאֲ
 רמַ֖אֹ המָ֥ וֹמ֔שְּׁ־המַ ילִ֣־וּרמְאָֽוְ
׃םהֶֽלֵאֲ

you. And when you have freed 
the people from Egypt, you 
shall worship God at this 
mountain.” (13) Moses said to 
God, “When I come to the 
Israelites and say to them, 
‘The God of your fathers’ 
[house] has sent me to you,’ 
and they ask me, ‘What is 
[God’s] name?’ what shall I say 
to them?”

Exodus 4:10-16 .5.ה ז״ט-׳י:׳ד תומש
 יבִּ֣ יי־לאֶ השֶׁ֣מֹ רמֶאיֹּ֨וַ )י(
 םירִ֜בָדְּ שׁיאִ֨ א֩לֹ םשודא
 םשֹׁ֔לְשִּׁמִ םגַּ֣ ל֙וֹמתְּמִ םגַּ֤ יכִנֹ֗אָ
 יכִּ֧ ךָדֶּ֑בְעַ־לאֶ ךָ֖רְבֶּדַּ זאָ֥מֵ םגַּ֛
׃יכִנֹֽאָ ןוֹשׁ֖לָ דבַ֥כְוּ הפֶּ֛־דבַכְ
 םשָׂ֣ ימִ֣ וילָ֗אֵ יי רמֶאיֹּ֨וַ )אי(
 םלֵּ֔אִ םוּשׂ֣יָ־ימִֽ וֹא֚ ם֒דָאָלָֽ ה֮פֶּ
 רֵ֑וּעִ וֹא֣ חַקֵּ֖פִ וֹא֥ שׁרֵ֔חֵ וֹא֣
 ךְלֵ֑ התָּ֖עַוְ )בי(׃יי יכִ֖נֹאָ אלֹ֥הֲ
 ךָיפִּ֔־םעִ ה֣יֶהְאֶֽ י֙כִנֹאָוְ
)גי(׃רבֵּֽדַתְּ רשֶׁ֥אֲ ךָיתִ֖ירֵוֹהוְ

 אנָ֖־חלַֽשְֽׁ םשודא יבִּ֣ רמֶאיֹּ֖וַ
 יי ףאַ֨־רחַיִּֽוַ )די(׃חלָֽשְׁתִּ־דיַבְּ
ֹיּוַ השֶׁ֗מֹבְּ  ןרֹ֤הֲאַ אלֹ֨הֲ ר֙מֶא֙
 רבֵּ֥דַ־יכִּֽ יתִּעְדַ֕יָ יוִ֔לֵּהַ ךָ֙יחִ֙אָ
 אצֵ֣יֹ א֙וּה־הנֵּהִ םגַ֤וְ אוּה֑ רבֵּ֖דַיְ
׃וֹבּֽלִבְּ חמַ֥שָׂוְ ךָ֖אֲרָוְ ךָתֶ֔ארָקְלִ
־תאֶ תָּ֥מְשַׂוְ וילָ֔אֵ תָּ֣רְבַּדִוְ )וט(
 היֶ֤הְאֶֽ יכִ֗נֹאָוְ ויפִ֑בְּ םירִ֖בָדְּהַ

(10) But Moses said to יי , 
“Please, O my lord, I have 
never been a man of words, 
either in times past or now 
that You have spoken to Your 
servant; I am slow of speech 
and slow of tongue.” (11) And 
יי  said to him, “Who gives 

humans speech? Who makes 
them dumb or deaf, seeing or 
blind? Is it not I, 12(? יי(  Now 
go, and I will be with you as 
you speak and will instruct 
you what to say.” (13) But he 
said, “Please, O my lord, make 
someone else Your agent.” (14)
יי  became angry with Moses 

and said, “There is your 
brother Aaron the Levite. He, 
I know, speaks readily. Even 
now he is setting out to meet 
you, and he will be happy to 
see you. (15) You shall speak to 
him and put the words in his 
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 יתִ֣ירֵוֹהוְ וּהיפִּ֔־םעִוְ ךָ֙יפִּ֙־םעִ
)זט(׃ןוּשֽׂעֲתַּ רשֶׁ֥אֲ תאֵ֖ םכֶ֔תְאֶ

 היָהָ֤וְ םעָ֑הָ־לאֶ ךָ֖לְ אוּה֥־רבֶּדִוְ
 התָּ֖אַוְ הפֶ֔לְ ךָ֣לְּ־היֶהְיִֽ א֙וּה
׃םיקִֽ לֹאלֵֽ וֹלּ֥־היֶהְתִּֽ

mouth—I will be with you 
and with him as you speak, 
and tell both of you what to 
do— (16) and he shall speak 
for you to the people. Thus he 
shall serve as your spokesman, 
with you playing the role of 
God to him.

Impostor syndrome in a Jewish religious leader

I am an impostor. Yes, I am an impostor.
I have heard a calling that has caused me to climb up to the
top of the roof of a room – an outsider looking in, peeking
in, listening in, through thick glass. The voices are muffled,
and I can’t hear all the voices. I can’t see all the players. But I
know – deeply, intuitively – this is where I want and need to
be.
So I creep silently into the room. A room full of old men,
and old books, and old ideas.
Ideas about who is allowed to come into this room, what
they are allowed to think, and what they are allowed to say
and even how they are allowed to say it. Who one must be in
order to have access to these ideas. And at times, it feels like
such an exclusive club, it is almost as if there is a guard at the
door, checking credentials.
And even though these men have told me repeatedly, in their
books, their words, their stares –these are not the books for
you, this is not the room for you – I defiantly open the
books, with respect and trepidation, hands shaking. Their
mustiness brings tears to my eyes, and makes my nose
wriggle.
I push on, and I study, I devote many hours, and I fall deeply
in love. In love with the beauty and truth of a conversation
that spans continents, languages, generations, cultures,
classes, and maybe even genders, and lives on, continues on.
That invites in all of the voices, and all of the perspectives.
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That fights back against the idea that there are acceptable
and unacceptable voices.
And there are moments of pain when I learn the texts that
reveal me as an impostor, that question my yearning to be
part of the discourse and, in doing so, deny my very being by
inherently viewing me as outside of the conversation.
And there are moments when I am simply missing from the
text, not invited to the table.
To be sure, there are other alternative voices. Voices in the
room and voices in the text, who say: Come on in, we want
you, we need you! The Jewish people needs you to take up
the reigns of leadership.
And I rejoice when I meet women just like me in the text,
staking their claim. Taking power, and taking their place in
Jewish tradition.
And my own voice says – yes! These are the books I want;
these are the words I love. These are the students whose faces
look to me – and I have an obligation to serve them, and to
help them grow!
But, in addition to the voices in the text that exclude me and
the voices that invite me in, there is another voice.
It exists only in my own head. It is the voice of self-doubt
and it whispers quietly, insidiously – Impostor! Who are you
to join the conversation, a conversation that has never let
people like YOU in?
Ah, the impostor syndrome – it hits hard, and it hits home.

- Rabba Yaffa Epstein, Speech to Yeshivat Maharat Advanced
Kollel: Executive Ordination Track

Impostor syndrome in a business leader

My senior year of college, I was inducted into the Phi Beta
Kappa honor society. At that time, Harvard and Radcliffe
had separate chapters, so my ceremony was for women only.
The keynote speaker, Dr. Peggy McIntosh from the Wellesley
Centers for Women, gave a talk called “Feeling Like a
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Fraud.” She explained that many people, but especially
women, feel fraudulent when they are praised for their
accomplishments. Instead of feeling worthy of recognition,
they feel undeserving and guilty, as if a mistake has been
made. Despite being high achievers, even experts in their
fields, women can’t seem to shake the sense that it is only a
matter of time until they are found out for who they really
are - impostor with limited skills or abilities.
I thought it was the best speech I had ever heard … At last
someone was articulating exactly how I felt. Every time I was
called on in class, I was sure that I was about to embarrass
myself. Every time I took a test, I was sure that it had gone
badly. And every time I didn’t embarrass myself - or even
excellent - I believed that I had fooled everyone yet again.
One day soon, the jig would be up.
…
This phenomenon of capable people being plagued by self-
doubt has a name - the impostor syndrome. Both men and
women are susceptible to the impostor syndrome, but
women tend to experience it more intensely and be more
limited by it. Even the wildly successful writer and actress
Tina Fey has admitted to these feelings. She once explained
to a British newspaper, “The beauty of the impostor
syndrome is you vacillate between extreme egomania, and a
complete feeling of: ‘I’m a fraud! Oh god, they’re on to me!
I’m a fraud!’ So you just try to ride the egomania when it
comes and enjoy it, and then slide through the idea of fraud.
Seriously, I’ve just realized that almost everyone is a fraud, so
I try not to feel too bad about it.”

- Sheryl Sandberg, Excerpt from 'Lean In'

The day you were born is the day G-D decided the world
could not exist without you.

- Rabbi Nachman of Breslov
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The Death of Rabbi Zusya
Martin Buber, Tales of the Chassidim (with thanks to Sylvia

Rothschild)

Martin Buber tells the story of the great Hasidic Rabbi
Zusya of Hanipol. On his deathbed he began to cry
uncontrollably and his students and disciples tried hard to
comfort him. They asked him, “Rabbi, why do you weep?
You are almost as wise as Moses, you are almost as hospitable
as Abraham, and surely heaven will judge you favourably.”

Zusya answered them: “It is true. When I get to heaven, I
won’t worry so much if God asks me, ‘Zusya, why were you
not more like Abraham?’ or ‘Zusya, why were you not more
like Moses?’ I know I would be able to answer these
questions. After all, I was not given the righteousness of
Abraham or the faith of Moses but I tried to be both
hospitable and thoughtful. But what will I say when God
asks me, ‘Zusya, why were you not more like Zusya?’
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