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the rabbinate if they cannot respect the courage and the
integrity of those who now practice our calling. Demonstrate
to them, our future leaders, that the pulpit is one place where
unworthy pressures do not prevail.
THE SPIRIT OF JEWISH PRAYER*

* * * "' * *
I conclude these considerations with a word of gratitude to
all of you for the opportunity you have given me to be of some
service, for the gracious help I have always received from Rabbi
Wolfe Kelman, our director, Mrs. Carol Edelman, our administrative assistant, the staff of the Rabbinical Assembly officeand, of course, our many colleagues who were good enough
to accept assignments and to carry them out. My job has
taken me to many parts of the United States, and this has
given me an opportunity to meet with colleagues in their
own communities, and to learn how many of them are doing
valiantly in behalf of the cause. I have been privileged to
meet and to advise with high Israeli officials and to learn much
about our brothers in Israel which I would not otherwise have
been able to learn. All in all, it has been an enriching and rewarding experience. Again, thank you for the confidence you
have reposed in me.

PROFESSOR ABRAHAM JOSHUA HESCHEL

It is with a sense of great responsibility that I undertake
to discuss with you such a sacred topic, a topic which is
called one of the most sublime things in the world, c·~~,
c\>1y ?!ll 101~~ C',01yr1.

I am going to discuss not only the spirit of Jewish prayer ~JUt
also the state of prayer in the present day synagogue. The time
has come for a rvDm llJttm. 'iT ,~ i'T::mt')1 i'T,1pm1 U':lii i'TtvDm. To
find a cure we must have the courage to study the ills.
In advancing some critical remarks I do not mean c1?<>1 on
to take a superior attitude. In all honesty, my criticism will be
to a considerable degree self-criticism. I am conscious of the
great work which members of this Assembly are doing, and
is with respect and affection that I address my remarks to this

!t

audience.

Moreover numerous conversations with some of my own
former stud~nts assembled here tonight give me the right to
feel that I am not going to speak to you but for you. I am going
to be, in a sense your ~1~~ n•?!ll.
?to~lV' m?r1n ~1111' ,nDo ,nm1 wy~l lllyoo 'lY" 'llr1. I speak to you
on prayer, ln?i'Tn i'l' 'D1 nnDn •nmv 'JiK ,l:J? 1Uin 'Ni:J 'l'Nrv 'D ?v ~K.
I

Our services are conducted with pomp and precision. The rendition of the liturgy is smooth. Everything is present: decorum,
voice, ceremony. But one thing is miss_ing: Life. One _knows
in advance what will ensue. There Will be no surpnse, no
adventure of the soul; there will be no sudden burst of devotion.
Nothing is going to happen to the soul. Nothing unpredictable
must happen to the person who prays. He will attain no
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* For the sake of clarity the author has expanded certain parts dealing
with the main thesis.
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insight into the words he reads; he will attain no new perspective
for the hfe he hves. Our motto is monotony. il'il'tv N1il il';"ltV ;,o
no'?" n·~~ "':n ~~ )'1<1. The fire has gone out of our worship.
It 1s cold, stiff, and dead. Inorganic Judaism. True, things are
hap~emng; of course, not within prayer, but within the administratiOn of the synagogues. Do we not establish new edifices
all over the country?
Yes, the edifices are growing. Yet, worship is decaying.
~as the synagogue become the graveyard where prayer is
hur1ed? Are we, the spiritual leaders of American Jewry
~embers of a Ntv•;p ,.,~n? There are many who labor in th~
:'meyard of oratory; but who knows how to pray, or how to
msp1re others to pray? There are many who can execute and
display magnificent fireworks; but who knows how to kindle
a spark in the darkness of a soul?
Some of Y,~u may ~~y, I am going too far! Of course, people
sbll attend serviCes -but what does this attendance mean
to them? Outpouring of the soul, <VDm m~Dmtm? Worship?
Prayer, synagogue attendance has become a benefaction to the
synagogue, a service of the community rather than service of
God, "11~~" n"11~Y rather than O<V;l n"11~Y. People give some of
their money to UJA, and some of their time to the synagogue.
The modern synagogue suffers from a severe cold. Our congregants preserve a respectful distance between the -, 1-, 0 and
themselves. They say the words, "Forgive us for we have
sinned," but of course, they are not meant. They say, "Thou
shalt love th':' Lord Thy God with all thy heart ... " in lofty
detachment, ill complete anonymity as if giving an impartial
opm10n about an irrelevant question.
An air of tranquility, complacency prevails in our synagogues.
What can come out of such an atmosphere? The services are
prim, the voice .is ~y, the synagogue is clean and tidy, and the
soul of prayer hes ill agony. You know no one will scream no
'
one will cry, the words will be still-born.
People expect the rabbi to conduct a service: an efficient
exp~rt servic':'. But e.fficiency and rapidity are no remed;
agamst devot10nal ster1hty. Orthodox rabbis worry about the
;1/:l'~ being in the right place. What about the heart being in
the right place? What about prayer?
We have developed the habit of praying by proxy. Many
congregants seem to have adopted the principle of vicarious
prayer. The rabbi or the cantor does the praying for the con-
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gregation. In particular, it is the organ that does the singing
for the whole community. Too often the organ has become the
;D~ n·~<V. Indeed, when the organ begins to thunder, who can
compete with its songs? Men and women are not allowed to
raise their voices, unless the rabbi issues the signal. They have
come to regard the rabbi as a master of ceremonies.
Is not their mood, in part, a reflection of our own uncertainties? Prayer has become an empty gesture, a figure of speech.
Either because of lack of faith or because of religious bashfulness. We would not admit that we take prayer seriously. It
would sound sanctimonious, if not hypocritical. We are too
sophisticated. But if prayer is as important as study, if
prayer is as precious a deed as an act of char1ty, we must stop
being embarrassed at our saying a ,~.,~ with ""~·
Ours is a great responsibility. We demand that people come
to the synagogue instead of playing golf, or makmg money, or
going on a picnic. Why? Don't we mislead them? People take
their precious time off to attend services. Some even arrive
with profound expectations. But what do they .get? What
do they receive? Sometimes the rabbi even s1ts m h1s ~ha1r,
wondering: Why did all these people flock together? Spmtually helpless, the rabbi sits in his chair taking attendance.
There is another privation: the loss of Jn. Our prayers have
so little charm so little grace, so little )n. What is Jn? The
presence of the 'soul. A person has 1n when the .throbbing of his
heart is audible in his voice; when the longmgs of h1s soul
animate his face. Now, how do our people pray? They recite
the prayerbook as if it were last week's newspa~er. They
ensconce in anonymity - as if prayer were an impersonal
exercise- as if worship were an act that came automatically.
The words are there but the souls who are to feel their meaning,
to absorb their significance, are absent. They utter shells of
syllables, but put nothing of themselves into the shells. In our
daily speech, in uttering a sentence, our words have ~ tonal
quality. There is no communication without mtonatwn. It
is the intonation that indicates what we mean by what we
say, so that we can discern whether we hear a question or an
assertion.
It is the intonation that lends Jn to what we say. But when
we pray the words faint on our lips. Our words have no tone,
no stre~gth, no personal dimension, as if we d_id not mean
what we said; as if reading paragraphs m Roget s Thesaurus.
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It is prayer without )n. Of course
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(1) The Doctrine of Agnosticism.

The doctrine of Agnosticism claims that prayer is rooted in
superstition. It is "one of humanity's greatest mistakes," Ha
desparate effort of bewildered creatures to come to terms with
surrounding mystery." Thus, prayer is a fraud. To the
worshipping man we must say: "Fool, why do you in vain
beseech with childish prayers, things which no day ever did
bring, will bring, or could bring?" 1 Since it is dangerous fraud,
the synagogue must be abolished. A vast number of people
have, indeed, eliminated prayer from their lives. They made
an end to that illusion.
There are some people who believe that the only way to
revitalize the synagogue is to minimize the importance of
prayer and to convert the synagogue into a center. It is something which the Talmud characterizes as )19: Jl,N? l',lP" ?9
2
09 n'~ noJ::lii n'~ r,1ptzJ ?91 NJ,~ tznpi1.
Let us face the situation. This is the law of life. Just as
man cannot live without a soul, Judaism cannot survive without
God. Our soul withers without prayer. A synagogue in which
men no longer aspire to prayer is not a compromise but a defeat;
a perversion, not a concession. To pray with ;JJl~ may be difficult; to pray without it is ludicrous.
(2) The Doctrine of Religious Behaviorism.

There are people who seem to believe that religious deeds
can be performed in a spiritual wasteland, in the absence of the
solli, with a heart hermetically sealed; that external action is
the essential mode of worship, pedantry the same as piety;
as if all that mattered is how men behaved in physical terms;
as if religion were not concerned with the inner life.
Such a conception, which we would like to call religious
behaviorism, unwittingly reduces Judaism to a sort of sacred
physics, with no sense for the imponderable, the introspective,
the metaphysicaL
As a personal attitude religious behaviorism usually reflects
a widely held theology in which the supreme article of faith is
respect for tradition. People are urged to observe the rituals or
to attend services out of deference to what has come down to
us from our ancestors. The theology of respect pleads for the
1 Ovid, Tristia, Ill, 8.11.
s ':l ,to~r, n:lv.
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(3) The Doctrine of Prayer as a Social Act.
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to that identification is Israel's unique association with the
will of God. It is this association that raises our attachment
to the people Israel above the level of mere nationalism.
The doctrine of prayer as a social act is the product of what
may be called "the sociological fallacy," according to which
the individual has no reality except as a carrier of ideas and
attitudes that are derived from group existence. Applied to
Jewish faith, it is a total misunderstanding of the nature of
Jewish faith to overemphasize the social or communal aspect.
It is true that a Jew never worships as an isolated individual
but as a part of the people Israel. Yet it is within the heart
of every individual that prayer takes place. It is a personal
duty, and an intimate act which cannot be delegated to either
the cantor or to the whole community. We pray with all of
Israel, and everyone of us by himself. Contrary to sociological
theories, individual prayer came first, while collective prayer
is a late phenomenon which is not even mentioned in the
Bible.'
Such sociological perspectives forfeit the unique aspects of
Judaism. Do we, in the moment of prayer, concentrate on the
group? We read in the Psalms "Give ear to my words, 0 Lord,
understand my meditation." According to the Midrash, David
said, "Lord of the World, at the time when I have strength to
stand before Thee in prayer and to bring forth words- give
ear! At a time when I have no strength to bring forth wordsunderstand what is in my heart, understand my faltering."'
Can the sociological definition of prayer as an act of identification with the group be applied to this Midrash?
(4) The Doctrine of Religious Solipsism.

The doctrine maintains that the individual self of the
worshipper is the whole sphere of prayer-life. The assumption
is that God is an idea, a process, a source, a fountain, a spring,
I;J~:l 7~i~' C'~:lp!10 l'j'l tot? .. , <17lili1 !10lJ ij1 <1')7 ll':li
int-t 7~ t-t?t-t ,il:l::i: n7Dn 1::1 77flnj'17 inl'O c1po:. c•.,;,-::;:1

G Cn1::Jl'l0 nlClj)O

i'n':l 77~no

j'l';l

'"C'lN upnW ]:lin;, inN i;,l il::J::i:

,'lNi~O ~01'

'i::J ;'l"C'O 'i ,';"1ilU)i0

,·~w ;'1N'~'l'l ,c•;,~N
3
4

6

J. Royce, The Problem of Christianity 1913 1
E. S. Ames, Religion New Yo k 19''9,
' ' pp. 172, 408 f.
E W L
'
r •
~ , p. 132.
. . yman, The .Meaning of Truth in R eI'zgwn,
.
p. 33.
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a_ power. But one cannot pray to an idea, one cannot address
h~s prayers to a fountain of values. To whom, then, do we
d1r_ect our prayers? Yes, there is an answer. As a recent
wnter put 1t: We address "prayers to the good within ourselves."7a
I do n~t wish _to minimize the fact that we all suffer from an
ego-c~ntric prediCament_ Our soul tends to confine itself to its
own 1deas, mterests, and emotions. But why should we raise
the ego-centric affliction to the status of a virtue? It is precisely
the function of prayer to overcome that predicament to see
the world in a different setting. The self is not the hub but
the spoke of ~he revolving wheel. It is precisely the function of
prayer to sh1ft the center of living from self-consciousness to
self-surrender. 7b
Religious solipsism claims that we must continue to recite
our p~ayers, for prayer is a useful activity. The ideas may be
false; _1t ~~ ab~!""d to believe that God "hearkens to prayers and
supphcat10_ns (c•mnm m~~n ~ow), but we should say all this
beca~se 1t 1s good for one's health. It is a useful fiction therapeutiCs by ~ lie. There is no God who hears our pra;ers but
we pray as 1f ....
Is it really good for one's health? I think it is old-fashioned
and short-sighted psychology to assume that duplicity, ,Mil
~~~ ,Mil1 ;T~~. could be good for one's health.
We are descendants of those who taught the world what
true worship is. Our fathers created the only universal language there is: the language of prayer. All men in the Western
world spea~ to God in the language of our prayers, of our
Psalms. Is 1t not proper to ask our fathers: What is the spirit
of JeW!s~ prayer? But are we ready to ask the question? Are
":'e qu_ahfied ~o understand the answer? The difficulty of our
s1tuatlon hes m the fact that we have inherited physical features
of o~ fath:rs but failed to acquire some of their spiritual
quahtles .. B10logically we are Jews, theologically we are pagan
to a cons1derable degree. Our hands are the hands of Jacob
but our voice is often the voice of Esau.
'
. There a:e bitter problems which religion has to solve: agony,
sm, despmr. There is darkness in the world. There is horror
?a A discussio~, of :his view, which is so popular today, is found in
I. Segond, La pnere, etude de psychologie religieuse, Paris, 1911, p. 52.
7
b Cf. A. J. Heschel, "Prayer" in Review of Religion, 1945, p. 156.
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in the soul. What has the community of Israel to say to the
world?
Gentlemen, we worry a great deal about the problem of
church and state, synagogue and state. Now what about the
synagogue and God? In fact, sometimes there is a greater
separation between the synagogue and God than between the
synagogue and state.
.
_
.
Now what qualifies a person to be a rabb1? What g~ves h1m
the right, the privilege to represent the word of God to ~he
people of God? I have been in the United Sta~es of Amer1ca
for thirteen years. I have not discovered Amer1ca but I hav:
discovered something in America. It is possible to be a rabb1
and not to believe in the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.'
It has become a habit with modem Jews and Jewish movements to behead, to decapitate Biblical verses. Some such
decapitated c•p10~ have become famous slogans. The name of
the ,·~·~ movement is an abbreviation of :1~~11 1~~ ~p~· n·~;
the essence of the verse, •;~ ,,ll~, was omitted. Disciples of
Ahad Ha'am proclaimed m,~ c~ ·~ n~~ ~~, ~·n~ ll~ ·~. Yet the
prophet said •m,~. The Jewish N a tiona! Fund has as its official
motto mn·o~~ ,~on ll~ !',~,.,,; the end y,ll;T ~~ ·~ ·~ was omitted.
During the last war the popular slogan among Russian Jews
was ;J'Mil ·~ moll ll~; the continuation ;~• '<V~O ,~Dil1 was dropped.
Prayer is the microcosm of the soul. It is the whole soul in
one moment· the quintessence of all our acts; the climax of
all our thou~hts. It rises as high as our thoughts. Now, if
Torah is nothing but national literature of Jewish people;
s "It would appear that the God-concept of the preponderant majority
of the rabbis is free from anthropomorphism and the notion of the first
cause. Only two rabbis in the entire group of 218 define God as a first cause,
and only one out of every seven, as literal creator of the universe- the
two supernaturalistic responses. The remainder believe that the nature of
God is best expressed as: (a) "the sum total of forces which make for
greater intelligence, beauty, goodness; (b) the unitary creative impulse
which expresses itself in organic evolution and human progress; (c) the
symbol of all that we consider good and true." The first of these three
views of God is by far the dominant one .
"With respect to the God-idea, no appreciable difference can be seen
between Conservative and Reform wings. These two groups differ, however,
from the Orthodox group, a majority of whom think of God primarily as a
creator. In both the Conservative and the Reform wings this concept of
God which best expresses the views of the rabbis is held by only about
8 percent of the respondents."- J. Zeitlin, Disciples of the Wise, New
York, 1945, p. 76.
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1. Know (or understand). A certain understanding or awareness, a definite attitude of the mind is the condition sine qua
non of Jewish prayer. Prayer cannot live in a theological
vacuum. It comes out of insight.
Prayer must not be treated as if it were the result of an intellectual oversight, as if it thrived best in the climate of thoughtlessness. One needs understanding, wisdom of the spirit to
know what it means to worship God. Or at least one must
endeavor to become free of the folly of worshipping the specious
glory of mind-made deities, free of unconditional attachment to
the false dogmas that populate our minds.
To live without prayer is to live without God, to live without
a soul. No one is able to think of Him unless he has learned
how to pray to Him. For this is the way man learns to think
of the true God -of the God of Israel. He first is aware of His
presence long before he thinks of His essence. And to pray is
to sense His presence.
There are people who maintain that prayer is a matter of
emotion. In their desire to "revitalize" prayer, they would
proclaim: Let there be emotion! This is, of course, based on a
fallacy. Emotion is an important component; it is not the
source of prayer. The power to pray does not depend on
whether a person is of a choleric or phlegmatic temperament.
One may be extremely emotional and be unable to generate
that power. This is decisive: worship comes out of insight. It
is not the result of an intellectual oversight.
What is more, prayer has the power to generate insight;
it often endows us with an understanding not attainable by
speculation. Some of our deepest insights, decisions and attitudes are born in moments of prayer. Often where reflection
fails, prayer succeeds. What thinking is to philosophy, prayer
is to religion. And prayer can go beyond speculation. The
truth of holiness is not a truth of speculation - it is the truth

of worship.
"Rabbi said: I am amazed that the prayer for understanding
was not included in the Sabbath liturgy! For if there is no
understanding, how is it possible to pray?""
Know before Whom you stand. Such knowledge, such understanding is not easily won. It "is neither a gift we receive
12
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universe. We could not but experience anxiety and spiritual
homelessness in the sight of so much suffering and evil, in the
countless examples of failure to live up to the will of God. That
experience gained in intensity by the soul-stirring awareness
that God Himself was not at home in a universe, where His
will is defied, where His kingship is denied. The Shekinah is in
exile, the world is corrupt, the universe itself is not oJ home ....
To pray, then, means to bring God back into the world, to
establish His kingship, to let His glory prevail. This is why in
the greatest moments of our lives, on the Days of Awe, we cry
out of the depth of our disconcerted souls, a prayer for redemption:
And so, Lord our God, grant Thy awe to ail Thy works,
and your dread to ail Thou hast created, that all Thy works
may fear Thee, and all who have been created prostrate
themselves before Thee, and all form one union to do Thy
will with a whole heart.
Great is the power of prayer. For to worship is to expand
the presence of God in the world. God is transcendent, but our
worship makes Him immanent. This is implied in the idea that
15
God is in need of man: His being immanent depends upon us. "
When we say l1"1~, Blessed be He, we extend His glory, we
bestow His spirit upon this world. 1!1"1pn'1 ';o;m• . . . May there
be more of God in this world.
Decisive is not the mystic experience of our being close to
Him; decisive is not our feeling but our certainty of His being
close to us- although even His presence is veiled and beyond
the scope of our emotion. Decisive is not our emotion but our
conviction. If such conviction is Jacking, if the presence of God
is a myth, then prayer to God is a delusion. If God is unable to
listen to us, then we are insane in talking to Him.
The true source of prayer, we said above, is not an emotion
but an insight. It is the insight into the mystery of reality,
the sense of the ineffable, that enables us to pray. As long as
we refuse to take notice of what is beyond our sight, beyond
our reason; as long as we are blind to the mystery of being, the
way to prayer is closed to us. If the rise of the sun is but a
daily routine of nature, there is no reason to say, In me:rcy
Thou givest light to the earth and to those who dwell on it ...
eve:ry day constantly. If bread is nothing but flour moistened,
1M

Man is Not Alone, ch. 23.
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poles about which Jewish prayer revolves. Since each of the
two moves in the opposite direction, equilibrium can only
be maintained if both are of equal force. However, the pole
of regularity usually proves to be stronger than the pole
of spontaneity, and, as a result, there is a perpetual danger of
prayer becoming a mere habit, a mechanical performance, an
exercise in repetitiousness. The fixed pattern and regularity
of our services tends to stifle the spontaneity of devotion. Our
great problem, therefore, is how not to Jet the principle of ~~p
impair the power of ~l1~. It is a problem that concerns not only
prayer but the whole sphere of Jewish observance. He who is
not aware of this central difficulty is a simpleton; he who offers
a simple solution is a quack.
It is a problem of universal significance. Polarity is an
essential trait of all things in reality, and in Jewish faith
the relationship between ~~?~ and ~;JI< is one of polarity.
Taken abstractly they seem to be mutually exclusive, yet in
actual living they involve each other. Jewish tradition maintains that there is no ~~?~ without ~;JI< and no ~;JI< without
~~?~;that we must neither disparage the body nor sacrifice the
spirit. The body is the discipline, the pattern, the law; the
spirit is the inner devotion, spontaneity, freedom. The body
without the spirit is a corpse; the spirit without the body is a
ghost.
And yet the polarity exists and is a source of constant
anxiety and occasional tension. How to maintain the reciprocity of tradition and freedom; how to retain both ~~p and
~l1~, regularity and spontaneity, without upsetting the one or
stifling the other?
At first sight, the relationship between ;,~',;, and ;,;JI< in
prayer appears to be simple. Tradition gives us the text, we
create the m1~. The text is given once and for all, the inner
devotion comes into being every time anew. The text is the
property of all ages, ~l1~ is the creation of a single moment.
The text belongs to all Jews, ;,n~ is the private concern of
every individual. And yet, the problem is far from being simple.
The text comes out of a book, it is given; ;m~ must come out of
the heart. But is the heart always ready - three times a day to bring forth devotion? And if it is, is its devotion in tune
with what the text proclaims?
In regard to most aspects of observance, Jewish tradition
has for pedagogic reasons given primacy to the principle of ~~p;
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there are many rituals concerning which the law maintains that
if a person has performed them without proper ;m:o, he is to be
regarded ex post facto as having fulfilled his duty. In prayer,
however, ;dm insists upon the supremacy of ;m:o over the
external performance, at least, theoretically." Thus, Maimonides declares: "Prayer without ;m;, is no prayer at alL He who
has prayed without ;-m;, ought to pray once more. He whose
thoughts are wandering or occupied with other things need not
pray until he has recovered his mental composure. Hence, on
returning from a journey, or if one is weary or distressed, it is
forbidden to pray until his mind is composed. The sages said
that upon returning from a journey, one should wait three days
until he is rested and his mind is calm, then he prays.""
Significantly, Nahmanides insists that "prayer is not a duty,"
and he who prays does not perform a requirement of the law.
It is not the law of God that commands us to pray; it is the
love and "grace of the Creator, blessed be He, to hear and to
answer whenever we call upon Him." 20
In reality, however, the element of ~:lp, of regularity, has
often gained the upper hand over the element of ;m;,. Prayer
has become "''~lKr, lip service, an obligation to be discharged
something to get over with. •;,m 'Joe pn1 l:J.?l 'Jl,:J:J l'n.mo:n l'!l~

;,,o?c c•tzm-t m~o •nN cnN,•. 21

Typical is the common use of the term "service" for prayer.
means both work, service, and worship. Yet ?:o:l ,,:l~? 1
c::>:l:l? does not mean to work with your heart." Service is an
external act; worship is inwardness.
Prayer becomes trivial when ceasing to be an act in the souL
The essence of prayer is ;-,K. Yet it would be a tragic failure
not to appreciate what the spirit of ;r:o?;r does for it, raising it
from the level of an individual act to that of an eternal intercourse between the people Israel and God; from the level of an
;-,:l~

18

The polarity of prayer and the declsion in favor of the element of rm:1
is implied in the following discussion. ??~n·;u l<T.C ,flm.c ??~nil K?l ilJ,l~ :1<1? tt'J):I'N
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occasional experience to that of a permanent covenant. It is
through ;r:o?c that we belong to God not occasionally, intermittently, but essentially, continually. Regularity of prayer is
an expression of my belonging to an order, to the covenant
between God and Israel, which remains valid regardless of
whether I am conscious of it or not.
How grateful I am to God that there is a duty to worship, a
law to remind my distraught mind that it is time to think of
God, time to disregard my ego for at least a moment! It is
such happiness to belong to an order of the divine wilL I am
not always in a mood to pray. I do not always have the vision
and the strength to say a word in the presence of God. But
when I am weak, it is the law that gives me strength; when my
vision is dim, it is duty that gives me insight.
We must not think, that ;rm is a small matter. It requires
constant effort, and we may fail more often than we succeed.
But the battle for 01l1::> must go on, if we are not to die of
spiritual paralysis.
The Rabbis insisted: In order to prevent the practice of
repeating a prayer for superstitious or magical purposes, the
Talmud ordains that a person who says the word "Hear"
(0 Israel) or the word "We thank Thee" twice, is to be silenced.
Rab Pappa asked Abbai: But perhaps the person repeated his
prayer because when he said the words the first time he did
not have 01m. So he repeated the prayer in order to say it with
;-1J1::>. Thus, there was no ground for suspecting him of indulging
in superstition or magical practices. Why should we silence
him? Answered Abbai: "Has anyone intimacy with heaven?"
Has anyone the right to address God thoughtlessly as one
talks to a familiar friend? "If he did not at first direct his mind
to prayer, we smite him with a smith's hammer until he does
direct his mind" .23
Prayer is not for the sake of something else. We pray in
order to pray. It is the queen of all m~o. No religious act is
performed in which prayer is not present. No other ;r1~0
enters our lives as frequently, as steadily as the majesty of
prayer.
In ;r;,?;r- the first tractate of the .,,.,o is m::>,:l. In
Maimonides'
in Caro's ,,,~ Jn?.,, the first section

.,,1n .,,.,o,

2:1 tt? K1i'"lJC tto?i1 :":Itt? H~~ ::11 "'' 10tt ... 1M1tt J'pnrvo c•,;o c•,,o ... 101tt.,
i'l'nl), 11':l H? •tt !?tt~'tt •c tt•o;u '!!?~ ttn11.:1n ::-J•? iON ?0•ny, ]1'~ ~10::1?1 n•ny, ]1'~
.N'lJ ,,·?-:~•y ,l'? n1~1:1 ,il'nl), 1'1::10"1 ,V ttn!ln ttn!li10:l ,.,,, p•no ,tt1P'J.10.
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deals with prayer. In ~1lN- we are told that "prayer is
greater than good deeds," "more precious than . .. sacrifices."23a
To Rabbenu Bahya ben Asher, the spiritual sphere that prayer
can reach is higher than the sphere out of which inspiration of
the prophets flows. 23b
The p~ilosophy of ~ewish living is essentially a philosophy
of worship. For what 1s observance, if not a form of worshipping
God?
What is a m~o? A prayer in the form of a deed.
This is the way of finding out whether we serve God or an
idea of_ God ---: through prayer. It is the test of all we are' doing.
What 1s the d1fference between ~11n and WissenschaftdesJudenturns? If an idea we have clarified, a concept we have evolved
can be turned into a prayer, it is ~;m. If it proves to be an aid to
praying with gr~ater ~n:>, it is ~;m; otherwise it is Wissenschaft.
Prayer 1s of no 1mportance unless it is of supreme importance.
c':>1y ':>IV 101"1~ C'101Y;"J C'1Y1 1':>N ("to .~·· c•?~n) C1N 'l~':> n':>11 011~
Cil:J

c• 1n 1nn

c,N 'J:Jl. 24

v
My intention is not to offer blueprints, to prescribe new
rules- except one: Prayer must have life. It must not be a
drudgery, something done in a rut, something to get over with.
It must not be fiction, it must not be flattened to a ceremony,
to an act of mere respect for tradition.
If the main purpose of being a rabbi is to bring men closer
to their Father in heaven, then one of his supreme tasks is to
pray and to teach others how to pray. Torah, worship and
charity are the three pillars upon which the world rests. To be
a Jew implies the acceptance of the preeminence of prayer.
To be able t~ inspire people to pray one must love his people,
unders~nd th~1r pr~dJCaments and be sensitive to the power of
exaltatwn, pun?catwn and sanctification hidden in our Prayer
Book. To attam such sensitivity he must commune with the
great masters of the past, and learn how to pour one's own
dreams and anxieties into the well of prayer.
We must learn to acquire the basic virtues of inwardness
which alone qualify a rabbi to be a mentor of prayer.
:Laa

,.,~~?.

The problem is not how to revitalize prayer; the problem is
how to revitalize ourselves. Let us begin to cultivate those
thoughts and virtues without which our worship becomes, of
necessity, a prayer for the dead- for ideas which are dead to
our hearts.
We must not surrender to the power of platitudes. If our
rational methods are deficient and too weak to plumb the depth
of faith, let us go into stillness and wait for the age in which
reason will learn to appreciate the spirit rather than accept
standardized notions that stifle the mind and stultify the soul.
We must not take too seriously phrases or ideas which the
history of human thought must have meant in jest, as for
example, that prayer is "a symbol of ideas and values," "a
tendency to idealize the world," "an act of the appreciation of
the self." There was a time when God became so distant that
we were almost ready to deny Him, had psychologists or
u A good illustration is the Rabbinical dictum, 1')111' ?:,, :::n "1:::1 pn
? onm 1?'!lN l'DO .,?:Jl 1:::11 N':::l:ll:)l l'D ?:::!~0;"1 ?:J tt?tt ,nDm? ilCl:Jl .,o?
m:Jlll:J ·,.,y.,? 1•?v lDm i1:no? ;'llZ! ::l'li::ltt ?w u•1.

m:n:J.
::l.PV mnD , "nJ.
':::~ :? m:nJ.
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~b
24

One of such virtues is a sense of spiritnal delicacy. Vulgarity
is deadness to delicacy; the sin of incongruity; the state of being
insensitive to the hierarchy of living, to the separation of
private and public, of intimate and social, of sacred and profane,
of farce and reverence.
In itself no act is vulgar; it is the incongruity of the circumstances the mixing up of the spheres, the right thing in the
wrong ~ontext, the out-of-placeness that generates vulgarity.
The use of devices proper in merchandizing for influencing
opinion about the quality of a work of music; bringing to
public notice a matter that belongs to the sphere of mt1mate
life;" having a ~Dm at a ~1~0 ,~ with parents and grandparents marching with candles in their hands in a darkened
auditorium and a page boy marching behind the m~o .,~,
carrying a n•?ro, is vulgar; the cDm belongs elsewhere.
For us, it is of vital importance to beware of intellectual
vulgarity. Many categories, conceptions or words that are
properly employed in the realm of our political, economic, or
even scientific activities are, when applied to issues such as
God or prayer, an affront to the spirit. Let us never put the
shoes in the Ark; let us try to regain a sense of,,,~~. of separation, of spiritual delicacy. Let us recapture the meaning of
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sociologists not been willing to permit us to believe in Him.
And how grateful some of us were when told ex cathedra that
prayer is not totally irrelevant because it does satisfy an
emotional need.
To Judaism the purpose of prayer is not to satisfy an emotional need. Prayer is not a need but an ontological necessity,
an act that expresses the very essence of man. 0"11<? "''" ~?"n"
0"11< 1<1'1 ,WI<~." He who has never prayed is not fully human.
Ontology, not psychology or sociology, explains prayer.
The dignity of man consists not in his ability to make tools,
machines, guns, but primarily in his being endowed with the
gift of addressing God. It is this gift which should be a part
of the definition of man."
We must learn now to study the inner life of the words that
fill the world of our prayerbook. Without intense study of
their meaning, we feel, indeed, bewildered when we encounter
the multitude of those strange, lofty beings that populate the
inner cosmos of the Jewish spirit. It is not enough to know
how to tramlate Hebrew into English; it is not enough to have
met a word in the dictionary and to have experienced unpleasant adventures with it in the study of grammar. A word
has a soul, and we must learn how to attain insight into its
life.
This is our affliction ~ we do not know how to look across
a word to its meaning. We forgot how to find the way to the
word, how to be on intimate terms with a few passages in the
prayerbook. Familiar with all words, we are intimate with
none.
As a result, we say words but make no decisions, forgetting
that in prayer words are commitments, not the subject matter
for esthetic reflection, that prayer is meaningless unless we
stand for what we utter, unless we feel what we accept. A
word of prayer is a word of honor given to God. However, we have
lost our sense for the earnestness of speech, for the dignity of
utterance. Spiritual life demands the sanctification of speech.
26 :J'!I ,j'111JJ,m ,O,.lJ,i n1J'm .?·;;;c.
27
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Without an attitude of piety toward words, we will remain at a
loss how to pray.
.
.
Moreover, words must not be said for the sake of stJ!Iemng
the mind of tightening the heart. They must open the mmd
and unti~ the heart. A word may be either a blessing or a
misfortune. As a blessing it is the insight of a people m the
form of a sound, a store of meaning accumulated throughout
the ages. As a misfortune it is a substitute for insight, a p:etext
or a cliche. To those who remember, many of the words m the
, -, 0 are still warm with the glow of our fathers' devotion. Such
1
Jews we must aspire to recall. While those who have no such
memory we must teach how to sense the spiritual life that
pulsates through the throbbing words.
.
In the light of such a decision about the preemmence of
prayer, the role as well as the nature of the sermon will have to
be reexamined. The prominence given to the sermon as 1f the
sermon were the core and prayer the shell, is not only a drain
on the intellectual resources of the rabbis but also a seri~us
deviation from the spirit of our tradition. The sermon unhke
prayer has never been considered as one of the supreme thmgs
in this world, o~1~ <,., 101,~ 0'"101~'1 O''~'. If the vast am?unt of
time and energy invested in the search of 1deas and devlCes f~r
preaching· if the fire spent on the altar of oratory were dedicated to the realm of prayer, we would not find it too difficult
to convey to others what it means to utter a word m the
presence of God.
.
Preaching is either an organ1c part ?f th: act of prayer or
""~~ 1'~1n. Sermons indistinguishable m spm~ from ed1tonals
in the New York Times, urging us to have fa1th m. the New Deal,
the Big Three or the United Nations, or a~tem?tmg to mstruct
us in the latest theories of psychoanalysis, wlll hardly msp1re
us to go on to the ~010 and to pray.
Through all generations
we will declare Thy greatness;
To all eternity
we will proclaim Thy holiness;
Thy praise, our God,
shall never depart from our mouth.

,J'::l-N::l ,:J.'::l l1101V
10M

.i'O lriH~

i1lj.l

jji:! 01':::1 'll'npl ('M ,'J

Preach in order to pray. Preach in order to inspire others to
pray. The test of a true sermon is that it can be converted to
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The Egyptian priest could not call upon the stars to praise the
gods. He believed that the soul of Isis sparkled in Sirius, the
soul of Horus in Orion, and the soul of Typhon in the Great
Bear; it was beyond his scope to conceive that all beings stand
in awe and worship God. In our liturgy we go beyond a mere
hope; every seventh day we proclaim as a fact l1~n •n 7~ no.,l
lO"' m1. The soul of everything that lives blesses Thy name."
.'i1:1 !V1,p ,K 110N'

f·

Sing unto the Lord, a new son .
Smg unto the Lord, all the earfh.
.
Psalm 96:1
Pra!se Him, sun and moon
Praise Him, all you shining stars.
Psalm 148·3
2s I am infonned that a congregation .
.
.
before the ,.,,,.:l,, was told the followin . " hstenmg to c?mments delivered
when the additional soul depart
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They all thank,
They all praise,
They all say,
There is none holy like the Lord.
Whose ear has ever heard how all trees sing to God? Has
our reason ever thought of calling upon the sun to praise the
Lord? And yet, what the ear fails to perceive, what reason
fails to conceive, our prayer makes clear to our souls. It is a
higher truth, to be grasped by the spirit.
·l'IV~O ';~

';'!
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All Thy works praise Thee
Psalms 145:10

I
I

The trouble with the prayerbook is: it is too great for us,
it is too lofty. Since we have failed to introduce our minds to
its greatness, our souls are often lost in its sublime wilderness.
The 1110 has become a foreign language even to those of us
who know Hebrew. It is not enough to know the vocabulary;
what is necessary is to understand the categories, the way of
thinking of the 1110. It is not enough to read the words; what
is necessary is to answer them.
Our prayerbook is going to remain obscure unless Jewish
teachers will realize that one of their foremost tasks is to
discover, to explain and to interpret the words of the Prayerbook. What we need is a sympathetic ,,,o-exegesis.
Religious movements in our history have often revolved
around the problem of liturgy. In the modern movements, too,
liturgy was a central issue.
But there was a difference. To Kabbalah and Hasidism the
primary problem was how to pray; to the modern movements,
the primary problem was what to say. What has Hasidism
accomplished? It has inspired worship in a vast number of
2
~ The usual translation "shall bless" totally misses the meaning of the
passage.
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praise to his disciples, and even more reason to enter the
synagogue. When they questioned him further, Rabbi Levi
Yitzhak explained: "Words uttered without fear, uttered
without love, do not rise to heaven. I sense that the synagogue
is full of Torah and full of prayer."
Judaism is not a religion of space.'' To put it sharply, it is
better to have prayer without a synagogue than a synagogue
without prayer." And yet we always speak of synagogue
attendance rather than of prayer. It is the right word for the
wrong spirit. By being in the space of a synagogue while a
service is being conducted one has not fulfilled his religious
duty. Many of those attending Sabbath services arrive during
the reading of the weekly Torah portion and leave without
having read the 90w or prayed the m•o9 of n•1n1V - the two
most important parts of the prayer.
Nor is it the primary purpose of prayer "to promote Jewish
unity." As we said above, prayer is a personal duty, and an intimate act which cannot be delegated to either the cantor or the
whole community. We pray with the whole community, and
everyone of us by himself. We must make clear to every Jew
that his duty is to pray rather than to be a part of an audience.
The rabbi's role in the sacred hour of worship goes far beyond that of maintaining order and decorum. His unique task
is to be a power for m;;wn.,, to endow others with a sense of
<1m. And as we have said, m1~ is more than a touch of emotion.
""~ is insight, appreciation. To acquire such insight, to deepen
such appreciation, is something we must learn all the days of
our lives. It is something we must live all the days of our lives.
Such insight, such appreciation, we must convey to others.
It may be difficult to convey to others what we think, but it is
so "Rabbi Hama ben Hanina and Rabbi Oshaya were strolling near the
synagogue of Lud. Rabbi Hama boasted: "How much money have my
ancestors invested in these buildings!" Rabbi Oshaya replied: "How many
souls have they wasted here! Were there no students of Torah to support
instead?"
Rabbi Abin donated a gate to the Great Synagogue. When Rabbi Mana
came to him, he boasted: "Do you see what I have done?" Said Rabbi
Mana: " 'When Israel forgets its Creator, tbey build temples.' (Hosea 8:14)
Were there no students of Torah to support instead?" (~lo ,'j! c·~pZ').
31 ·11'9:llt' n 0 J ::l ;'! n' :l :l ~~Dl'm ~~!ll'10 :"ll'1NIZ'J 1~ 'n10H 'JH ~N10'~ ;"l':li':"l 10H,
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not difficult to convey to others what we live. Our task is to
echo and to reflect the light and spirit of prayer.
It was in the interest of bringing about order and decorum
that in some synagogues the rahhi and cantor decided to occupy
a position facing the congregation. It is quite possible that
a reexamination of the whole problem of worship would
lead to the conclusion that the innovation was an error. The
essence of prayer is not decorum hut rather an event in the
inner life of men. ;,?yo? 1~?1 ;,~o? 1'l'V )n'tvl',~ ??~no;,. 32 "He
who prays must turn his eyes down and his heart up." What
goes on in the heart is reflected in one's face. It is embarrassing
to he exposed to the sight of the whole congregation in moments
when one wishes to he alone with his God.
A cantor who faces the holiness in the Ark rather than the
curiosity of man will realize that his audience is God. He will
learn to realize that his task is not to entertain hut to represent
the people Israel. He will be carried away into moments in
which he will forget the world, ignore the congregation and
he overcome hy the awareness of Him in Whose presence he
stands. The congregation then will hear and sense that the
cantor is not giving a recital hut worshipping God, that to
pray does not mean to listen to a singer hut to identify oneself
with what is being proclaimed in their name."•
cl1~ requires preparation. Miracles may happen, hut one
must not rely on miracles. The spirit of prayer is frequently
decided during the hour which precedes the time of prayer.
Negatively, one is not ready to engage in certain activities, or
even in light talk before he prays. And positively one must
learn to perform a degree of inner purification before venturing
to address the King of kings. According to Maimonides, "One
must free his heart from all other thoughts and regard himself
as standing in the presence of the C1J'::><>. Therefore, before
engaging in prayer, the worshipper ought to go aside a little
in order to bring himself into a devotional frame of mind, and
then he must pray quietly and with feeling, not like one who
carries a weight and throws it away and goes farther.""
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