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Believing, Behaving, Belonging:
Tefillah Education in the 21* Century

By Nicole Michelle Greninger
Advisors: Rabbis Jan Katzew & Larry Hoffman

Though there is very little literature written about the topic, if we take a close look
at many supplementary Jewish schools, it seems that tefillah education is a central
component of the curriculum. However, one might ask, despite the large amount of time
and resources that congregational schools currently dedicate for “tefillah education”
(usually in the context of b’nai mitzvah training), why do so many Jews — both children
and adults - still feel uncomfortable and incompetent in Jewish worship? I believe that
we can do better with tefillah education in the liberal Jewish community in the 21
century, that improving the status quo is both desirable and possible. For that reason, I
chose to write a thesis that could begin to answer the question, “How might we better
prepare our children for entry into Jewish communal worship throughout their lives?”

My research began with a study of classic rabbinic texts. The world has changed
greatly in the last 1500 years, but we nevertheless face the same question today that the
Rabbis did in their time: How do we best induct our children into a lifetime of Jewish
prayer? The entry for education (71°N) in the Encyclopedia Talmudit became my guide,
pointing me to primary rabbinic sources that might help us improve tefillah education in
the twenty-first century. Chapter One of this thesis takes a step back to address the
question of why tefillah matters in the first place, and Chapter Two is the result of my
investigation into rabbinic teachings on tefillah education.

I came to this thesis with the hope and belief that there are people and places that
are highly talented, deeply committed to, and decidedly successful (on their own terms)
at tefillah education today. Since it seems, anecdotally, that many non-Orthodox
synagogues struggle with tefillah education, I wanted to find congregations that succeed
in this realm, and then learn from those cases. My advisors pointed me to congregations
that are known for their strong, innovative education programs as well as their vibrant
worshipping communities, and [ narrowed the list down to three synagogues, based on
size, location, reputation, and branch of Judaism. Chapters Three, Four, and Five
include my findings from the congregations I chose to study — one Reform, one
Conservative, and one Reconstructionist. Remarkably, I discovered in the course of
conducting these case studies that, despite many areas of divergence among the three
synagogues, there were many areas of convergence as well. Chapter Six highlights
those areas of convergence, and as a result, I hope it will prove helpful to people looking
to improve tefillah education at their own synagogues.

It is time we re-consider how our congregations do “tefillah education™ and ask
ourselves, “Rather than simply giving our students the training and skills they need for
the day they become b’nai mitzvah, how could we better prepare our children for a
lifetime of prayer, a lifetime of Jewish communal worship?” I hope this research helps us
begin to address this question by taking advice from our rabbinic predecessors and by
learning best practices from congregations who have, thus far, achieved tremendous
successes in tefillah education at the start of the 21 century.
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~ Introduction ~

Tefillah Education:
Welcoming the Next Generation of Jewish Pray-ers

It is 5:30pm on a rainy Tuesday afternoon, and I am sitting with my fifth

grade class in the sanctuary of a large urban Reform congregation. All

around me kids whisper, giggle, talk, and fidget in the pews. They make

inappropriate noises. They pass notes. They play with their cell phones.

I do everything I can to get them to pay attention, to join in prayer with

the song-leader up front, who is trying valiantly to get the students to

notice him. 1 repeatedly shush the kids. I ask them politely to please stop

talking, open their siddurim, and join us in prayer. When that fails, 1

switch gears and try instead to be a role model, diligently participating in

the service myself, as if it were a meaningful, powerful, prayerful

experience for me (which, unfortunately, it is not). We run through prayer

after prayer, song afier song, until finally we dismiss the kids and they run

out of the sanctuary as fast as possible.

This scene plays itself out in one way or another in countless synagogues around
the country day after day, week after week, year after year. And yet, I wonder, is this
how we want our children to learn prayer? Is the scene I describe the image we want our
children to associate with Jewish communal worship? Can’t we do better than this?
Religious school services like the one I describe — in which students are bored and
teachers are frustrated — serve as one component of “tefillah education” in most
congregational, supplementary schools. Though there is very little literature written
about the topic, if we take a close look at many non-Orthodox congregational schools, it
seems that tefillah education is in fact a central component of the curriculum (though
few, if any, schools label it “tefillah education”). In many synagogues, what I call
“tefillah education” for youth — education for entry into a life of Jewish worship —
includes weekly religious school services, Hebrew instruction for the sake of learning

how to read from the siddur, and lessons geared toward greater understanding of key

prayers (Sh’ma & V’ahavta, Avot, Oseh Shalom, etc).




In her article “From the Congregational School to the Learning Congregation: Are
We Ready for a Paradigm Shift?” Isa Aron explains that “the congregational school of
today is the inheritor of [a] dual legacy”: the communal Talmud Torah combined with

' Since b'nai

Jewish parents’ interest in b’nai mitzvah preparation for their children.
mitzvah preparation in particular has been extremely important to Jewish parents over the
last few generations, “the bar/bat mitzvah has [become and] remained the focal point of
the congregational school, regardless of its official curriculum.”  Prayer was not one of
the primary components of communal Talmud Torah curricula (though “sufficient
knowledge of Hebrew” was®), but because most students lead part of a Shabbat service
for their b’nai mitzvah, the teaching of prayer-book Hebrew and basic competency in key
prayers have become significant components of religious school education in most
congregations today.

However, one might ask, despite the large amount of time and resources that
congregational schools currently dedicate for “tefillah education” (usually in the context
of b’nai mitzvah training), why do so many Jews — both children and adults - still feel
uncomfortable and incompetent in Jewish worship? Furthermore, given that only a small
percentage of liberal Jews in America attend worship services regularly (once/month or
more)," could it be argued that the lack of regular participation is, in part, due to the

absence of high-quality tefillah education? Surely it is true that good worship “does not

happen automatically,” and unfortunately, as Rabbi Lawrence Hoffman points out,

! Isa Aron, “From the Congregational School to the Learning Community: Are We Ready for the Paradigm
Shift?” in A Congregation of Learners: Transforming the Synagogue into a Learning Community, ed. Isa
Aron, Sara Lee, and Seymour Rosse]l (New York: UAHC Press, 1995), 57.

2 Aron (1995), 61.

? Israel Friedlander, “The Problem of Jewish Education for the Children of Immigrants” in Jewish
Education in the United States: A Documentary History, ed. Lloyd Gartner (New York: Teachers College
Press, 1913/1969), 138.

* National Jewish Population Study 2000-2001, hitp:/www.ujc.org/page htmi?ArticleID=46194,




“much that passes for worship in church or synagogue is baffling or banal to most of the
people who find their way there.”” But, I wonder, as books, synagogue transformation
programs, and consultants try to help synagogues improve their worship, where are our
communal efforts toward improving education for worship? [ believe that we can do
better with tefillah education in the liberal Jewish community in the twenty-first century,
that improving the status quo is both desirable and possible. For that reason, I chose to
write a thesis that could begin to answer the question, “How might we better prepare our
children for entry into Jewish communal worship throughout their lives?”

My research began with a study of classic rabbinic texts on tefillah education.
The world has changed greatly in the last 1500 years, but we nevertheless face the same
question today that the Rabbis did in their time: how do we best induct our children into a
lifetime of Jewish prayer? The entry for education (TYPN) in the Encyclopedia Talmudit
became my guide, pointing me to primary sources — from the Tanach, Talmud, Parshanut,
Codes, and Responsa — that might help us improve tefillah education in the twenty-first
century. Chapter One of this thesis takes a step back to address the question of why
tefillah matters in the first place, and Chapter Two is the result of my investigation into
rabbinic teachings on tefillah education.

I came to this thesis with the hope and belief that there are people and places that
are highly talented, deeply committed to, and decidedly successful (on their own terms)
at tefillah education today. Since it seems, anecdotally, that many non-Orthodox
synagogues struggle with tefillah education, I wanted to find congregations that succeed

in this realm, and then learn from those cases. My advisors pointed me to congregations

* Lawrence A. Hoffman, The Art of Public Prayer, 2nd Edition: Not for Clergy Only (Woodstock, VT:
SkyLights Paths Publishing, 1999), 10.




that are known in North America for their strong, innovative education programs as well
as their vibrant worshipping communities, and I narrowed the list down to three
synagogues, based on size, location, reputation, and branch of Judaism. Chapters Three,
Four, and Five include my findings from the three congregations I chose to study — one
Reform, one Conservative, and one Reconstructionist. [ tried to determine how tefillah
education happens at each of these congregations: In what ways do education and
worship overlap in the synagogue system? How did the current system come to be?
What are the congregation’s goals for tefillah education? What have been their
successes? What are their ongoing challenges? What are the points of convergence and
divergence among the three synagogues?

For each case study | conducted intensive interviews, made personal observations,
and collected relevant documents. [ interviewed the following people in each
congregation: the rabbi(s), cantor, educator(s), 1-2 teachers, 1-2 parents, and 1-2 students.
In addition, I recorded and transcribed each interview for further examination.® Not
wanting to rely solely on people’s reports of tefillah education at their synagogue, I also
observed the following events: Friday night services, Saturday morning services,
religious school classes, religious school services, family education programs, and special |
tefillah program(s), where applicable. Finally, I collected anything that would help me
better understand tefillah education in the congregation: the religious school / education
handbook, educational mission/vision statements, congregational flyers and newsletters,

and educational materials such as books, workbooks, and curricula guides. The

® For a list of interview questions, see Appendix. If you are interested in reading original interview
transcripts, please contact me directly.




interviews, observations, and collected documents became my source material for the
case studies found in Chapters Three, Four, and Five.

Remarkably, 1 discovered in the course of conducting these case studies that,
despite many areas of divergence among the three synagogues, there were many areas of
convergence as well. In matters such as leadership, teacher training and recruitment,
reflective practice, family involvement, and ongoing challenges in tefillah education,
there were many similarities among the three synagogues I chose to study. Chapter Six
highlights those areas of convergence, and as a result, I hope it will prove helpful to
people looking to improve tefillah education at their own synagogues.

ke k¥

Although many Jewish children become adult worshippers because of their
experiences with tefillah at summer camp, youth group events, Israel trips, and/or Hillel,
I believe it is nonetheless essential for us to improve tefillah education in our
congregational schools. There are two main reasons for this. First, the vast majority of
American Jews who receive some kind of Jewish education do so in congregational
supplementary schools.” Many Jewish children do attend camps, youth groups, and the
like, but synagogue-based education currently reaches far more of our youth. Second,
and more importantly, tefillah is most often experienced in the context of synagogue life.
There are other places were Jewish worship happens, of course, but the synagogue is the
primary place that Jewish adults come into contact with communal prayer, and indeed,
where they come into contact with Judaism in general. Therefore, I believe we ought to
do — and we can do — a better job within the context of our synagogue schools welcoming

and educating the next generation of Jewish pray-ers.

7 National Jewish Population Study, 2000-2001, http://www.ujc.org/page html?ArticleID=46234 .




Tefillah education has also become more important in congregational schools in
recent years since the nature of tefillah itself has changed, particularly in Reform
synagogues. As worship has moved away from classical Reform (in which the rabbi,
cantor and choir lead everything, and the worshippers need only to listen and be able to
read responsively in English), toward more participatory worship, people need to learn
how to participate as well as to lead. Many Jews feel uncomfortable and incompetent in
contemporary worship services because they were never inducted into a participatory
prayer experience, and because their education for prayer was not sufficient. [ surmise
that many people want to participate in contemporary prayer services and that they like
the direction worship is moving (the classical model feels too “cold™), but they do not
know how to be part of a Jewish prayer community. They need education. The need to
educate for tefillah is more important than ever if we want our worship to be
participatory. As worship changes in our synagogues, education for worship must
change, too.

It is time we re-consider how our congregations do “tefillah education™ and ask
the following questions: How might we better welcome our youth into Jewish communal
prayer? What do we want our students to know, feel, and be able to do in the context of
tefillah? Rather than simply giving our students the training and skills they need for the
day they become b’nai mitzvah, how could we better prepare our children for a lifetime
of prayer, a lifetime of Jewish communal worship? I hope this research helps us begin to
address these questions by taking advice from our rabbinic predecessors and by learning
best practices from congregations who have, thus far, achieved tremendous successes in

tefillah education. As Rabbi Hoffinan asserts, “ritual is at the heart of today’s synagogue




transformation,” and tefillah, as religious ritual, “binds people to tradition, connects them
with the transcendent, and bonds them to each other.”® If these aren’t our goals for

congregational education in the twenty-first century, then what are?

¥ Lawrence A. Hoffinan, Re-Thinking Synagogues: A New Vocabulary for Congregational Life
(Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2006), 107 & 98.




~ Chapter One ~

Why Prav? :
The Purpose of Prayer for Modern Liberal Jews

“To live without prayer is to live without God, to live without a soul. »9

Prayer is as old as human existence, or so people think. Some even claim that
prayer is a natural human response to the fact of our being alive. Theologian Henry
Slonimsky calls prayer “one of those aboriginal and basic acts of the human soul...an
event rooted in the very character of the human spirit, a kind of archetype of the human
mind.”'® Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel calls prayer an “ontological necessity,” arguing
that “he who has never prayed is not fully human.”'! Nevertheless, even if we were to
accept the hypothesis that prayer is a universal and naturally-occurring human
phenomenon, there are still countless theological problems with prayer. What exactly is
“prayer”? Why should we pray? What is the purpose of prayer? To whom should we
direct our prayers? Is there a God who actually hears us? Does God want to hear our
prayers? Is God able to respond to human prayers? Does God need us to pray? These
questions are universal to the human spirit, in no way unique to Judaism. In this chapter,

however, my aim is to examine the purpose of Jewish prayer (“tefillah”) for modern

® Abraham Joshua Heschel, “The Spirit of Jewish Prayer” in Moral Grandeur and Spiritual Audacity, ed.
Susannah Heschel ( New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1996), 108

1° Henry Slonimsky in Gates of Understanding, ed. Lawrence A. Hoffman (New York: Central Conference
of American Rabbis, 1977), 73.

"1 Heschel (1996), pp. 116; Gendered quotations, in which the speaker refers to persons and God as male,
reflect the speakers’ original words. I try throughout this work to refer to persons in both male and female
terms, and to God in gender-neutral language.
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liberal Jews. Only then can we legitimately address the question, “How might we better

educate for prayer?”’

What is “Prayer”?

One cannot answer the question “Why pray?” without defining the term prayer.
First, we must acknowledge that “prayer” means something different than “services,”
“liturgy,” or “worship.” The term service usually refers to the event of communal
worship, and Jiturgy is the text used in the act of worship. Prayer, on the other hand, can
be communal or individual, public or private, ritualized or spontaneous, with or without
fixed liturgy.

Commonly, the English word prayer is taken to denote a request or supplication,
whereas Jewish prayer includes much more than that: it includes “bakashah and techinah
— supplication; todah — thanksgiving; viddui — confession; b racha — benediction; limud —

study; edut — affirmation; and tehila — praise.”"?

When we talk about prayer in a Jewish
context, it refers to “any time man talks directly to God,”” for, as Hammer explains,
“prayer implies the intention of communicating with God.”"* Jewish tradition uses
several Hebrew terms for the English word prayer, including tefillah (prayer), avodah
(worship), avodah shebalev (worship of the heart), and /’hitpalel (to pray). This chapter
specifically addresses the purpose of Jewish communal prayer (to which I will refer using

the Hebrew word fefillah), since that is the sort of prayer for which synagogues generally

try to educate their youth — even though Jews can and do pray as individuals as well.

12 Earl Klein, “The Philosophy of Prayer” in Jewish Prayer: Concepts and Customs (Columbus, OH: Alpha
Publishing Company, 1986), 1.

" Klein, 53

'* Reuven Hammer, Entering Jewish Prayer: A Guide to Personal Devotion and the Worship Service (New
York: Schocken Books, 1994), 27.

11




Why do traditional Jews pray?

For a traditional (i.e. Orthodox) Jew, the answer to the question “Why pray?” is
simple. Jews pray because they are obligated to pray. In fact, halachah (Jewish law) is
extremely clear about when, where, why, and how to pray.'’ In the Talmud the Rabbis
interpreted the biblical verse “You shall serve God with all your heart”'® to mean that
Jews are required by God to pray, defining “service of the heart” as prayer.!’ We serve
God through prayer. The Rabbis’ task, as they saw it, was to define exactly what kind of
“service of the heart” God wanted. From a traditional perspective, then, Jews pray
because God has instructed them to pray. The technicalities of what to do, what to say,
how to say it, when to say it, and whom to say it with have all been determined by Jewish
legal authorities over time.

Nonetheless, “because the halachah says so” is not always a fully satisfactory
reason to pray, even for many traditional Jews. A person may pray out of a sense of
obligation or duty, but there are still lingering questions: Why does God command us to
pray? What does prayer do? Does God change as a result of our prayers? Any response
to these questions is necessarily tied to one’s theology — one’s beliefs about God, Torah,
and Israel — and these questions have been discussed at length for generations, even by
traditional, halachah-observant Jews,'®

In The Art of Jewish Prayer, Rabbi Yitzchok Kirzner and Lisa Aiken write that

one of the central goals of traditional Jewish prayer may be to “elevate us through

'% For example, see laws about prayer in the Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim.
' Exodus 23:25

17 Babylonian Talmud, Taanit 2a

'* For modern examples, see publications by Rabbi Hayim Halevy Donin, Rabbi Jeffrey Cohen, Daniel
Landes and Seth Kadish.
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communication with God.”'® In that view, the very act of prayer is, in and of itself,
beneficial to the worshiper, presumably because it is one of the means through which
humans attempt to form a relationship with God. When we pray, we assume that “finite,
mortal, limited man can address himself to [the] eternal and infinite God, that human

"2 Heschel is less

heart and divine mind can [somehow] be attuned to each other.
interested in our own elevation and more concerned about prayer’s impact on God. He
declares that “the main ends of prayer are to move God, to let Him participate in our
lives, and to interest ourselves in Him...In prayer we establish a living contact with God,
between our concern and His will.”®' Daniel Landes would agree: he explains that
through prayer we “affirm, in a dialogue with God, that God can and will act within our
lives and in this world.”?

These traditional views of prayer all assume a pray-er who believes in a God that
is accessible through prayer. These thinkers assume that human beings can actually
communicate with God through the vehicle of prayer, and that God somehow enters into
relationship with us through prayer. They believe in a God who can and does act in the
world. Traditional Jewish prayer depends on these traditional beliefs about God.

Yet even for those who maintain traditional beliefs about God, there are still

theological problems with prayer. For example, there is the perplexing problem of the

purpose of petitionary prayer, in which we ask God for something. Dan Cohn-Sherbok

1% Rabbi Yitzchok Kirzner and Lisa Aiken, The Art of Jewish Prayer (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson Inc,
1991), 19.

2 Jakob J. Petuchowski, Understanding Jewish Prayer (New York: Ktav Publishing House Inc, 1972), 5.
2! Heschel (1996), 353

22 Daniel Landes, “Prayer as Petition: The Philosophic Basis for Halakhic Prayer” in My People's Prayer
Book, Vol. 2: The Amidah, ed. Lawrence A. Hoffman (Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Publishing, 1998), 8.
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states the philosophical dilemma in his book, Jewish Petitionary Prayers: A Theological
Exploration, in the following way:
What sense is there in petitioning God, since by His omniscience He
already knows all our needs and indeed all that is coming to pass in our
world? If God is omnipotent and all-good [as Jewish tradition holds], it
seems that petitionary prayer is superfluous. If all is purposed for good
according to God’s will, then what reason is there for human beings to tell
their needs to God, let alone instruct Him in what He should do?*
This philosophical problem is serious one, but hardly the sole impediment to prayer; it
rarely occurs to anyone but philosophers. More pressing is the theological issue of why
God does not seem to answer petitions.
My purpose is hardly to solve these issues, but only to indicate that even
traditional Jews who believe they are commanded to pray cannot do so without

encountering at least some difficulties. Liberal Jews face the same stumbling biocks, but

they have others as well.

Why are traditional reasons for prayer unsatisfying?

In addition to the philosophical and the theological issues raised above regarding
petitions, modermn liberal Jews often find tefillah difficult because we have serious
reservations about the two main reasons that traditional Jews pray: 1) God commanded us
to pray; and 2) We communicate with God through prayer. The first reason for engaging
in tefillah is problematic because we liberals do not necessarily see ourselves as bound by
traditional (i.e. Orthodox) halachah. Therefore, why follow the Rabbis’ mandate to pray

regularly, at fixed times and with fixed liturgy? The whole notion that God requires

2 Dan Cohn-Sherbok, Jewish Petitionary Prayer: A Theological Exploration, Toronto Studies in Theology,
Volume 35 (Lewiston, NY: The Edwin Mellen Press, 1989), 2.
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prayer is unsettling, since we are not always sure what or who God is, much less what
God wants from us or how we are to develop a relationship with God.

The second reason for engaging in tefillah is problematic because of the many
non-traditional ways that modern liberal Jews understand God. Different views about
God lead to different views about prayer. In the minds of some, prayer does not
necessarily lead to a relationship with the Divine. Certain modern thinkers, such as
Mordecai Kaplan, view God as natural, rather than supernatural — a Process, rather than a
Being.* As a result, prayer for Kaplan is not necessarily addressed to God; instead, “that
part of [the pray-er] which is the actualized element in him addresses itself to that which
is potential.”?® This is a very different object of prayer than the traditionalists have in
mind! Many modern Jews do not believe in a God that is personal, hears our prayers,
wants to respond, is able to respond, and/or has the power to do anything about our
prayers whatsoever. Consequently, these Jews might need to find another goal of Jewish
prayer besides communication with God.

Furthermore, modern liberal Jews sometimes struggle with the language of
traditional Jewish prayer because it articulates a theology we do not believe. Liberals
have an understandable “concern over whether the words that we use in our prayers really
express our beliefs, whether those words are intended seriously to convey what they seem
to be saying, or whether those words (or for that matter any words) mean anything

definitive at all!”?® Therefore, why would a liberal Jew pray?

# Jack J. Cohen, Major Philosophers of Jewish Prayer in the Twentieth Century (New York: Fordham
University Press, 2000), 60-79.

» Kaplan, The Future of the American Jew, p. 184; taken from Jack Cohen (2000), 68.

% Edward Graham, “Religious Language for a New Millennium” (CCAR Journal, Summer 1992), 21.
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What is the purpose of prayer for modern liberal Jews?

It is clear that the reasons traditional Jews give for participation in tefillah are
unsatisfactory for many liberal Jews. So why pray? And why pray in a Jewish
communal setting? Modemn Jewish thinkers have given many different reasons for
prayer, in addition to the two given by traditional Jewish theologians. Most believe that
prayer is supposed to “do something.”>’ Michael Swartz puts it this way:

Originally prayer was supposed to do something Up There: perhaps to

please or appease God, or obtain favor or relief... The notion that prayer is

supposed to do something Up There informs much of the traditional

praying done by modern Jews, despite our sophistication...To those for
whom the religion revolves around the Jew (this idea has been calied

Mordecai Kaplan’s Copernican Revolution), function still prevails in

prayer. Praying, they feel, should at least do something Down Here. The

Gnostic will assure you of the feeling of relief and accomplishment his or

her Mi Sheberech grants; historians may speak of the sense of cosmic

power our Lurianic mystics felt in speeding the Messiah’s coming, while

the rest of us walk into services with the hope of being transformed.®
Somehow, we expect something to come out of prayer. We expect change. The

following are eight of the most commonly held opinions today on the purpose of prayer

for modern liberal Jews.

Personal Growth
By far the most frequent answer to the question, “Why pray?” is that we aim to
improve ourselves through prayer. We hope prayer will affect us, change us, and make

us better human beings. In his article, “An Educational Credo for our Time,” Louis

%7 Michael Swartz, “Models for New Prayer” (Response, Fall-Winter 1982), 36.
2 Ibid, 36-37
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Kaplan cites a famous teaching of the Besht (Baal Shem Tov), who asked, “If after
you’ve prayed, you're the same as before you prayed, why did you pray?”*

This view of prayer has deep roots in our tradition. According to some, the
Hebrew verb for prayer (I'hitpalel) does not mean “to ask” or “to petition” God: “It is
derived from a stem, pay lamed lamed, [which] means to judge; therefore /hitpalel (‘to
pray’) could also be translated as ‘to judge oneself.”*® After explaining the underlying
meaning of !’hitpalel, Rabbi Hayim Halevy Donin - an Orthodox Jew, no less! — declares
that “all prayer is intended to help make us into better human beings.™'

One way that we judge ourselves is by focusing our attention inward. Heschel
remarks that “prayer is necessary to make us aware of our failures, backsliding,

transgressions, {and] sins.”*

Rabbi Yitzchok Kirzner and Lisa Aiken argue that prayer
“is supposed to be a process by which we preface any words that we might say to God by
first taking a long, hard look at who we are spiritually.”™*® They suggest that in prayer we
ask ourselves, “What am I doing with my life? What are my material, intellectual, and
emotional assets? How am I using them to further my spiritual gro‘wth‘?”34 Kenneth
Roseman takes the idea of “judging ourselves” even further:

Prayer may be communication with oneself. As we pray, we may seek

clarification of our ideas, peace of mind, or new directions for our lives.

We recognize that there are times when we need to speak to our own

hearts and minds, when the answer to our prayers will come from our own

mouths, be seen in our own behavior, be discerned in our own attitudes
and beliefs.

» Kaplan 41 (in Cohen, J.)

*® Rabbi Hayim Halevy Donin, “Introduction,” To Pray as a Jew: A Guide to the Prayer Book and the
Synagogue Service (New York: Basic Books Inc, 1980), 5.

*! Halevy Donin, §

52 Abraham Joshua Heschel, “On Prayer” in Understanding Jewish Prayer, ed. Jakob J. Petuchowski (New
York: Ktav Publishing House Inc, 1972), 72.

3 Kirzner and Aiken 10

* Ibid, 10-11
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If prayer is self-evaluation, it can help us to “struggle with the gap between what we say
and what we do — between our ideals and our actions.”™® It forces us to look at ourselves
and think about how we might act differently in the future.

Another way we better ourselves through prayer is by directing our attention
outward to the world around us. Doing this may be for the purpose of appreciating the
beauty of the world and all the blessings in our lives, or it may be to notice the pain and
suffering of people all around us. In stepping outside of ourselves in prayer, we attempt
to see the world from God’s perspective. “Troubles surround [the pray-er], but as he
extols God, he jumps, as it were, out of his troubles, leaving behind his narrow self — his
self-concern — and a new self is experienced.”*® This new self can see the world as a
place that needs healing. As Louis Kaplan says, we pray in order to “learn what we are to
do after we leave the synagogue and make our way to where the action is.”®’ The real
purpose of prayer is “to stimulate, not sedate, to make us aware of new concerns and
move us to new deeds so that we do not remain at ease in our little Zions.”*® In prayer
we articulate how we want the world to be, a step that can motivate us to go out and
actually make the changes we would like to see in the world.

While prayer gives us time for self-reflection, introspection, appreciation, and
motivation, it also gives us an opportunity for self-expression. Slonimsky describes
prayer as an “‘expression of our needs and aspirations...to the Friend whom we suppose

to exist behind the phenomena, the Friend who is concerned for man’s needs and for his

fs Harvey J Fields, B’chol L 'vavcha: With All Your Heart (New York: UAHC Press, 2001), 250.
3 Milton Richman, “Toward a Theology of Prayer” (CCAR Journal, April 1965), 54.

37 Kaplan 41 (in Cohen, J.)

*® Ibid, 41
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high aspirations, and who is resolved to help.”*

Whether God is there or not, listening or
not, prayer is one way that we express ourselves. For example, a man might pray for God
to heal his dying mother. Whether God hears him or not, “the prayer must be spoken

because the grief-stricken person must express his desperate need for help.”™®

Prayer
helps us to contemplate about how we might become better, more spiritual human beings,

and to articulate the feelings that we need to express.

Communal Identification

Another reason frequently given for engaging in tefillah is identification with
Judaism and the Jewish people. It is through tefillah that we most easily bind ourselves
to Jewish history and tradition. Jakob Petuchowski stresses the way in which we connect
to Jewish history through prayer:

When a Jew prays, it is not as though a finite human being suddenly took

it into his head that he may attune his mind to the infinite mind of God.

Rather he can build, as it were, upon the contact which had been

established long, long ago. The faith community of Israel today stands in

prayer before the God of Israel even as it has stood before Him ever since

Sinai, and even as its Patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, had already

turned to Him when our people was as yet but a single tribal family....In

other words, standing before God in prayer, I do not stand alone. I stand

in the company of my people, a company both visible and invisible,

spanning space as well as time.

Prayer not only connects us to the Jewish past — to Jewish history and tradition —
but it also connects us to the Jewish present and future. Prayer re-frames our

experiences, helping to see ourselves and our individual stories as part of the ongoing

narrative of the Jewish people. Richman writes that in prayer “the self is attached to a

% Slonimsky in Hoffman (1977), 72.

40 Rabbi David Polish, “The Need to Pray,” in The Theological Foundations of Prayer; taken from Harvey
Fields, B 'chol L 'vavcha, 248.

* petuchowski, 6
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collective representation of other selves. This attachment may be hypostatized as a
group, a community, or a people, with whose ideals this soul is identified. Here, the
private self is submerged into the larger community-self.””** In addition, as Halevy Donin
tells us, prayer helps strengthen our connection with, and responsibility to, Jews
everywhere. By using the words of the siddur, we “become part of a people.” We
“identify with Jews everywhere who use the same words and express the same thoughts.
[We] affirm the principal of mutual responsibility and concern.”™® Moreover, life may
feel less insignificant because we are part of a people who has existed for millennia and
will continue to exist for generations to come. For George Driesen, this is the most
obvious purpose of Jewish prayer:

Communal prayer is the principal manifestation of the determination of

American Jews to be part of the astounding march of our people through

the millennia. The act of prayer makes the inescapable reality of my

mortality more bearable. My life will end, and with it most of the dreams

I dreamed, the songs I sang, the loves I loved. But the great Jewish

romance with history and its God will go on.**

The Beauty & Emotional Power of Prayer

Though it is not often articulated by scholars, one reason that modern liberal Jews
engage in tefillah is because of the aesthetic and/or emotional power of prayer.
Communal Jewish worship can be artistic and beautiful — often through the use of music,
poetry, art, and great literature. Related to the beauty of prayer is the emotional element:
whether prayer is “beautiful” or not, it is often a powerful emotional experience. Prayer

can be happy, joyful, upbeat, and even ecstatic. At other times prayer may be sad,

mournful, heartrending, or poignant. At its best, prayer is emotionally moving - stirring

“2 Richman, 55
* Halevy Donin, 7
* George Driesen, “How God Gets in the Way of Praying” (Moment, October 1990), 50.
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our souls and inviting us to feel emotions that we may otherwise hold at bay. For some

people, this is the most important reason to pray.

Mystical Unification with God
Some Jewish thinkers believe that the purpose of prayer is not to communicate
with God, but to become united with God. This mystical view of prayer has existed for at
least a thousand years, but it has flourished in recent years. Steven Moss tries to help
people achieve unification with God in prayer in his article “Finding Spirituality through
Meditation.” In it, he says that prayer ought to “inspire a person and awaken his/her

spiritual roots.”

Through the use of meditation, one can “open [his/her] inner spiritual
reaim to God” and “open channels to the Divine.”*® Eventually the pray-er who uses
meditation can, according to Moss, “bring [his/her] inner being into a oneness with the
Divine flow,” and “open barriers that are within each person to our God who is the All

everywhere.”™’

When people use meditation for the purpose of prayer, the goal is not
self-growth, communal identification, or aesthetic beauty; instead, the purpose is oneness
with the Divine.

Rabbi Nachman of Breslov also articulated the mystical goal of prayer: “The
service of the heart is prayer; that is, to nullify one’s self-identity and to merge with the

Infinite Nothingness.”*® Rabbi David Cooper builds on Nachman’s teaching, asserting

that “genuine prayer transcends the rational mind; it dwells in unknown and mystical

*5 Steven A. Moss, “Finding Spirituality through Meditation” (CCAR Journal, Summer 1992), 47,

“¢ Moss, 48

7 Ibid, 51-52

“% Rabbi Nachman of Breslov, Likutey Moharan 22:9, taken from Rabbi David A Cooper, “Meditative
Prayer” in The Handbook of Jewish Meditation Practices: A Guide for Enriching the Sabbath and Other
Days of Your Life (Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2000), 50.
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realms... In the depths of authentic prayer, intellectual and philosophical concerns are put
aside. Prayer is an emotive experience to which one’s total being must be committed.”
Though not all Jewish pray-ers have as their goal unification with the Divine, it is a

powerful motivating force for prayer for some.

Prayer as Ritual

For people who pray with regularity, the ritual of prayer can be especially
important. Rabbi Larry Hoffman makes a powerful argument for prayer as ritual:

Prayer is not description (despite its descriptive language); nor is it

petition {despite its patent requests). No theological world need

correspond to the descriptions we give, and no supernatural power need

respond to the requests we make. Liturgy is ritualized redundancy that lets

us show what ordinary conversation precludes. [emphasis added]*®
In other words, prayer helps us put into ritualized form things we cannot express in any
other way. It is through ritual that we are able to express the inexpressible. In the
quotation above, Hoffman is referring in particular to prayers for those who are sick. He
believes that praying for the sick is a ritual that “allows us to resist the temptation to
describe, explain, or attribute moral meaning to what we do not know ourselves first-
hand.”®" Neil Gillman also believes that ritual is a meaningful function of prayer:

Mourners who recite the Kaddish following the death of a parent are rarely

conscious of the theological content of the prayer and after a while, no

longer feel intense grief...the very act of reciting this sacred text in this

absolutely predictable way can carry religious significance... The Kaddish

experience is probably the most striking example of how prayer functions
as ritual.*?

** Cooper, 50-51

50 Lawrence A. Hoffman, “Illness and Inculturation,” (Inaugural Lecture, Yale Divinity School, September
2004), 26.

5! Hoffiman (2004), 26.

52 Neil Gillman, “Prayer as Ritual,” in Sacred Fragments: Recovering Theology for the Modern Jew
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1990), 238.
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Ritual can provide a sense of comfort, often fulfilling a person’s psychological and
emotional needs.

Prayer, as ritual, also helps to structure time, since ritual is the means through
which we organize time. As Hoffman explains in The Art of Public Prayer, “Without
ritual there would be no meaningful use of time... Ritual arranges our life into relatively

small packages of moments that matter.”

Prayer done on a regular basis — daily,
weekly, or even yearly - helps to give our lives structure. It has been shown that, in
structuring time, ritual is important for a child’s development.®® I would argue that it is
not only secular rituals (such as reading a book before going to bed) that matter, but

religious rituals - including prayer — are equally important for children as they grow.

The “What If...” Factor
Scholar Kathryn L. Roberts analyzes the biblical scene in which David begs God
to save the life of his and Batsheva’s unnamed child. Roberts points out that “despite
[the] knowledge of the certainty of his child’s death, David nonetheless spends seven
days and nights on the floor, hungry and dirty, pleading with God to change a judgment
that he knows he ‘deserves,’ that he has brought upon himself, that seems irrevocable.”
Why does David pray, if he knows that the child will die? When servants

question his behavior, David responds, “Who knows? Adonai may be gracious to me,

** Hoffman (1999), 17.

%% Evan Imber-Black, Janine Roberts, and Richard Whiting, Rituals in Families and Family Therapy (New
York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2003).

%5 Kathryn L. Roberts, “Why We Pray,” in David and Zion: Biblical Studies in Honor of JJM Roberts, ed.
Bernard F. Batto and Kathryn L. Roberts (Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 2004), 109.

23




and the child may live.””® Roberts evaluates this passage and concludes that the phrase,
“Who knows? Perhaps...” is extremely significant; the “prayer’s hope is built upon
confidence that God can be affected by his prayers, that God can be moved.”’ Even
when David knows with certainty that the child will die, he prays anyway. “Perhaps...”,
he thinks to himself.

So, too, some modern liberal Jews pray with the thought, “Who knows?
Perhaps...”, in the back of their minds. Even if we do not necessarily believe in a God
who can hear or answer prayers, there may stiil be a whisper of “perhaps...” echoing in
our hearts. We think to ourselves, “Maybe, just maybe, God can hear my prayer this
time. Maybe God will heal my loved one, even though I know it is unlikely.” This
reason for prayer — the “What if... Factor,” as I call it — is mentioned, albeit with
different terminology, by Rabbi Eugene Borowitz in his essay “Please, God, Heal Her,
Please.” He explains that while many modern Jews deny that God has any active
involvement in the natural order of the world, he still prays for people to be healed. We
“do not know how God can be an efficient cause in the natural order,” but that does not
prevent us from “turning to God for what God might independently do for the i11.7%8
Borowitz knows that many of us hope and pray for God’s healing, even if we do not

understand how or whether it can happen.

%62 Samuel 12:22

57 Roberts, 109

58 Eugene B. Borowitz, “Please, God, Heal Her, Please,” in Studies in the Meaning of Judaism
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 2002}, 347.
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Bringing God into the World

Even though many modern Jews have rejected traditional Jewish ideas about God,
there are still those who maintain that through prayer we can bring (or let) God into the
world. Rabbi Jeffrey Cohen believes that when we communicate with God through
prayer, “God is enabled to be with us at all times. We cannot forget Him; we live our
lives encompassed by His spirit.””® In other words, prayer “interlaces our...activities
within a web of holiness.”® Prayer brings holiness (which we might also call
“Godliness™) into our lives and into the world. Borowitz argues that modern Jews have
begun to engage in tzimtzum (self-contraction) in the last half-century. Through the act
of tzimtzum and increased humility, we are leaving “space in our world for God,” while
we are “groping for better ways to let God’s presence and God’s power into our lives
more fully.“"’61

Heschel too stresses bringing God into the world through prayer:

God is in captivity in this world, in the oblivion of our lives. God is in

search of man, in search of a home in the soul and deeds of man. God is

not at home in our world. Our task is to hallow time, to enable Him to

enter our moments, to be at home in our time, in what we do with time.
Reuven Hammer agrees with Heschel that prayer is one of the ways that we reach out to
God and try to bring God into the world. He insists that “prayer is a way of experiencing

the reality of God in the world, and of relating to that reality.”63 Both Heschel and

Hammer articulate beliefs that may be too traditional for some liberal Jews, but they

% Rabbi Jeffrey Cohen, Blessed are You: A Comprehensive Guide to Jewish Prayer (Northvale, NJ: Jason
Aronson Inc, 1993), 102.

% Ibid, 106

¢ Borowitz (2002), 346

62 Heschel (1972), 73

% Hammer, 7
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nevertheless raise the valid argument that prayer is one of the ways that we try to
encounter God (however one defines God) in our day-to-day lives.

Finally, Elliot DorfT claims that prayer is not only a means of bringing God into
the world, but it is “also a way to know God in the first place.”® Dorff argues that the
siddur “helps its users to see the world through Jewish eyes — to believe in, and be
emotionally tied to, a personal, caring God.”®® We learn about God, and how to connect

with God, through the act of prayer.

“The Purpose of Prayer” & Tefillah Education

In this chapter I have tried to detail the many ways in which a modern, liberal Jew
may understand the purpose of Jewish communal prayer in our time. Whether prayer is
seen as a way to articulate our beliefs and needs (even if only to ourselves), to identify
with the Jewish people, to bring God into the world, or to sense the needs of others in the
world and become motivated to take action — any of these reasons for prayer, along with
any other given in this chapter, is equally valid.

Those of us struggling to improve tefillah education in our congregations must at
some point confront the question, “Why pray?” because in answering that question as
individuals and as a congregation, we lay the foundations for good tefillah education.
For, as will become evident in the following chapters, congregations educate for tefillah
in very different ways, and with very different goals in mind. If the goal of prayer is
mystical unification with God, for example, the education for prayer would be quite

different than if the goal of prayer were introspection and personal reflection. When we

: Eltiot N. Dorff, “Knowing God through Prayer,” (Conservative Judaism, Winter 1999), 37.
Tbid, 51
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articulate the purpose of tefillah, we also begin to articulate our aims for tefillah

education. And that is a very good place for us to start.
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~ Chapter Two ~

Rabbinic Views on Tefillah Education

The quest for high-quality tefillah education is not a new one. Indeed, the issue of
how we might best educate our children for a lifetime of Jewish prayer has been around
since the very inception of rabbinic Judaism. Since the time of the Mishna (1%-2"
century CE), education has been an important topic of discussion for the Rabbis, and
there are a number of rabbinic texts that deal with tefillah education in particular. In
classical rabbinic sources, the Rabbis primarily focus on education for behavior — for
particular prayers and skills; for example, how and when should a father teach his son to
recite the Sh’ma? How and when should a child learn to shake the lwlav? Though the
world of the Rabbis almost two millennia ago was very different than our world in the
twenty-first century, and the specific questions the Rabbis ask may differ from our
questions, they nevertheless struggled with tefillah education as we do today. They
wondered, just as we do, “How do we best educate our youth for Jewish communal
worship?” The purpose of this chapter is to highlight a number of rabbinic principles that
may, in fact, prove useful for us as we try to improve tefillah education in our

congregations in the twenty-first century.

L’hargil: Habituation / Acculturation
In the Encyclopedia Talmudit, Jewish education (T°N) is defined as “the

obligation to habituate/acculturate (5*)7N?) a minor in the mitzvot of which he will
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become obligated upon his maturation.”™ The Hebrew verb 51> appears dozens of

times throughout the entry for 7N since the Rabbis use it repeatedly in their discussions
about education.’’” The recurring use of 9 NY is significant because the verb’s
implications are quite different from that of other verbs that might have been used to refer
to education. The Hebrew root r.g./ (resh, gimmel, lamed) means “ordinary, usual,
common, habitual, customary, or familiar” in Modern Hebrew, and the hifil verb form,
9319, means “to train, to accustom, to habituate, or to familiarize.”®® The verb 912
is quite different from the Hebrew verb TndY, for example, which means “to teach, to
instruct, or to prove.”® From the Rabbis’ frequent use of the verb %XnY it could be

argued that our job as Jewish educators is to make Jewish traditions seem ordinary, usual,
habitual, and familiar. Jewish education is not simply a matter of instruction; as scholar
Isa Aron has argued, it is mostly a matter of enculturation.”

In tefillah education, then, the rabbinic goal is not only to teach Jewish prayers or
“prove” to our students why prayer matters; on the contrary, tefillah education for the
Rabbis is primarily about habituation and acculturation. In order to habituate children to

tefillah — to make Jewish communal worship a habit — we must engage our students in

tefillah on a regular basis. The Rabbis advocate for rote learning (»?372 could mean

doing something frequently enough that it becomes “regular”) because they believe that

activities learned by rote will become internalized habits. The Rabbis’ educational goal

% “Chinuch” (TON), Encyclopedia Talmudit, Vol 16, ed. HaRav Meir Bar-ilan and HaRav Shlomo Yosef
Zavin (Jerusalem: Talmudic Encyclopedia Publ. Ltd: 1982), column 161.

¢7 For example, see Babylonian Talmud, Yoma 82a

¢ Reuben Alcalay, The Complete Hebrew-English Dictionary (Jerusalem: Massada Publishing Company,
1963), 2400-2401.

% Ibid, 1130

7 Aron, 66
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is for children become regular pray-ers (i.e. pray three times a day), and in their view,
rote learning is the best way to accomplish that goal. For the Rabbis, behaving (i.e. the
act of praying) must precede believing (i.e. how one thinks/feels about prayer). In the
twenty-first century, it is still the case that the fundamental purpose of tefillah education
is to teach people how to pray Jewishly; tefillah education is not necessarily meant to be a
process of acquiring knowledge for its own sake. For, as the Rabbis say, we are
obligated to educate for those actions which a child will be obligated to do upon his/her
maturation;7l therefore, we should educate for tefillah in such a way that will enable our
students to be part of habitual Jewish communal worship as adults.

Acculturation is related to habituation, though the two are not exactly the same:
acculturation is the “the process by which the culture of a particular society is instilled in
a human from infancy onward.”” We acculturate our children to tefillah by helping them
absorb and assimilate the cuiture of Jewish communal worship in the congregation.
Tefillah education is, according to the Rabbis, a process of socialization. In addition to
teaching prayers, tefillah education ought to include a process of becoming familiar with
all the things that make up the cuiture of prayer — the space, the people, the sounds, the

attire, etc.

Obligation to Educate: Parents 1*, Community 2"
According to rabbinic thought, parents hold primary responsibility for the
education of their children. As the Encyclopedia Talmudit points out, “The obligation to

educate is incumbent, in every case, upon the father. He is obligated to educate his son —

" “Chinuch,” Encyclopedia Talmudit, col. 161
72 « Acculturation,” American Heritage Dictionary
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or his daughter — in the commandments.””

In the Talmud we find the following
instruction: “A father is obligated to do the following for his son: to circumcise him,
redeem him, teach him Torah, take a wife for him, and teach him a craft.”’* Certainly the
obligation to “teach him Torah™ would have included teaching one’s child tefillah! In
cases where the child has no parent, most of the Rishonim and Acharonim rule that the
y1-m (court) is obligated to step in and educate the child.” If the parent (in this case,
the father) is unable to educate his child due to his own lack of knowledge, he must seek
out education for himself and, at the same time, find someone else to educate his child.”®

According to the Rabbis, then, the obligation to educate lies primarily with the
parents; the community’s obligation to educate comes second. This rabbinic principle is
very important in the context of modern tefillah education: the instruction to “teach him
Torah” serves as a reminder that all Jewish education — including tefillah education —
ought to begin with parents. If parents are unable to educate their children for prayer,
then we must begin youth tefillah education by educating the parents. This is frequently
accomplished in synagogues through the use of family education programs. Synagogues
could further this principle by providing more opportunities for parents to learn — not
only through “family education” (parents and children learning together), but also
through “parent education” and/or “adult education.” The goal for congregational tefillah
education, ideally, is to build<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>