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A few weeks ago, I spoke with someone whose brother was very ill. She was 
upset. She wanted to pray, she said.  But—she told me—she didn’t know how. 
“How do I pray?” she asked. “What do I say?” She was tearful.   
 
I thought immediately of the scene in yesterday’s haftarah. Hannah is so, so 
upset.  She desperately wants a child.  She goes to the shrine to pray, and no 
words come out of her mouth.  Like the lyrics of that Etta James song,1 all she 
can do is cry.  
 
And I thought of the scene in yesterday’s Torah reading, in which Hagar can’t 
bear to look upon her son, dying of hunger and thirst in the desert.  She raises 
her voice, and all that comes out is a cry.2  
 
And her boy, Ishmael, cries out too.  We are told that God hears the cry of the 
boy “where he was.” (Gen. 21:17) 
 
Three people praying—and all of them wordlessly, from the heart.  
 
“Yes, there are Jewish prayers, like the Mi Shebeirach,” I said to that person 
who was worried about her brother.  “But you should know: you’ve been 
praying all along,” I said.  “Even without words.” 
 
In our tradition, perhaps the purest, most sincere form of prayer is, like the 
blast of the shofar, wordless.  It may even be silent.  As it says in the Book of 
Psalms (65:1): “To thee, silence is praise.” (l’cha dumiyah tehilah) 

 

                                                        
1 http://www.metrolyrics.com/all-i-can-do-is-cry-lyrics-etta-james.html 
 
2 “Va-tisah et kolah vatefk”—“… and she lifted up her voice and wept.” (Gen. 21:16) 

 

http://www.metrolyrics.com/all-i-can-do-is-cry-lyrics-etta-james.html


 2 

This kind of praying—the wordless expression of helplessness, anxiety or fear 
when grappling with despair—is probably familiar to many of us:  it’s similar 
to the wordless sense of awe we experience at the top of a mountain, or the 
way our heart feels full when we are present at a wedding or at the birth of a 
child or at some other happy event.   
 
There’s a book on my shelf by Anne Lamott entitled, Help, Thanks, Wow:  The 
Three Essential Prayers. Anne Lamott tells us what we already know, namely, 
that sometimes, the most heartfelt prayers are simple.  
 
There’s another book on my shelf entitled, Making Prayer Real, by Rabbi Mike 
Comins.  In it, the author describes how we can try to make all of our prayer 
experiences as fully felt, as fully expressive as those heartfelt cries of Help, 
Thanks and Wow.  
 
There’s a need for a book like that, isn’t there, because, as we know, that’s not 
the way prayer always is. 
 
If you ask a Jewish person what they’re doing on the High Holidays, they’re 
likely to say to you, “Oh, I’m going to services at such-and-such a synagogue.” 
 
As we know, an awful lot of Jews come to shul on the High Holidays. That’s 
fantastic.  It’s wonderful that we can be here together for these days. Taking 
off from work or school is a big deal. We shouldn’t underestimate the 
commitment and sacrifice that that implies. It tells us something about the 
power of this season.  
 
But very few of the many who come to services on the High Holidays would 
answer the question about what they’re doing on the holidays by saying that 
they are “praying” on them.  Most people would say, “Oh, I’m attending 
services,” or “I’m going to services.”  
 
Why is that? Well, most of us don’t like talking about our prayer lives—that is, 
whether we pray, and if so, when and how and what it’s like for us.  It feels too 
personal to do that. As Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel puts it, we suffer from 
“religious bashfulness.”  It might “sound sanctimonious, if not hypocritical.”  
(Moral Grandeur and Spiritual Audacity, p. 102) But it could also be that we’re 
being honest, and although we go to services on the High Holidays, we don’t 
necessarily pray during them. Some of us may.  And some of us may not. 



 3 

 
There’s the old Jewish joke about two guys, Mr. Schwartz and Mr. Garfinkel, 
who sit next to one another in shul every Shabbat.  Someone asks Mr. 
Schwartz.  “I don’t understand why you go to shul. I understand why Mr. 
Garfinkel goes to shul.  He’s religious.  He believes in God.  But you, why do you 
go? You’re an atheist!” So Mr. Schwartz responds, “Look, it’s simple:  Mr. 
Garfinkel goes to shul to talk to God; I go to shul to talk to Mr. Garfinkel.” 
 
There’s nothing wrong with that, right?  It makes sense.  It feels good, and it is 
good to connect with Mr. Garfinkel, and the rest of the community.  That’s a 
big part of our experience here, isn’t it? We come for a variety of reasons, 
don’t we?  Whether we are here to pray or not, many of us, I’m sure, are 
getting a lot out of this experience—socially, intellectually, and spiritually. And 
we’re contributing to it as well.  And that’s all for the good. 
 
But it would be nice, wouldn’t it, if we could have a genuine prayerful 
experience—even in shul—if we wanted that.   
 
It can happen. After all, Mr. Garfinkel prays in shul.  But it often doesn’t.  Why 
is that? 
 
Well, in shul, we make us of a liturgy; that is, prayers written by other people, 
as many as thousands of years ago, who lived in a very different world from 
our own. 
 
Praying with a liturgy in front of us is very different from spontaneous 
heartfelt prayer.  It involves reading the prayers on the page, trying to 
understand and appreciate and empathize with their sentiments. The liturgy 
is, literally and deliberately, trying to put words in our mouth, by putting 
before us the values, priorities and concerns at the core of Judaism. It’s our 
task to sift through them and seek, whenever possible, to match our thoughts, 
feelings, beliefs and commitments with those of the text.3 
 
This is not easy, especially on the High Holidays.  Reading the prayers and 
trying to understand them, whether in Hebrew or in English translation, takes 
a lot of effort.  

                                                        
3Heschel calls liturgical prayers, “prayers of empathy,” as opposed to “prayers of expression.” 
(Between God and Man, ch. 35, pp. 203ff.)  
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And yet—and I’m sure no one here will be surprised to hear me say this—I 
think it’s worth trying to pray in shul. Maybe especially in shul, and especially 
on the High Holidays.  The environment is certainly intended for that, and the 
mahzor invites—indeed, expects—us to partake. And after all, we are told that 
it’s one of the three activities that have the power of altering our fate, along 
with repentance (teshuvah) and acts of righteousness (tsedakah). So how can 
we make it work for us?   
 
Well, we can start by exploring the mahzor, and trying to figure out what it all 
means.  This can be frustrating. Rabbi David Wolpe tells the story of the 
student who asked a rabbi why he puts on tefillin, and the rabbi says, “You 
have to put on tefillin for a year in order for me to answer that question.” Now, 
that’s a really annoying answer, isn’t it? And yet what that is getting at is that 
habituation is part of the liturgical prayer experience, so it can take time 
before it all makes sense, before the praying we do here begins to feel like the 
praying we may do out there.  
 
The Talmud tells us that, already two thousand years ago, when the siddur 
(prayer book) was a lot shorter than it is today, some people would come to 
shul an hour early to meditate and prepare to pray.4   
 
I don’t know how popular that was back then.  I don’t think that would be a 
popular choice now. 
 
But I do recommend that people come early to shul. The most personal and 
accessible prayers are at or near the beginning of the service.  
 
The reason is this:  the Jewish liturgical tradition recognizes that we 
approach prayer focused on our selves and our personal concerns.  But it 
then nudges us to move beyond our selves toward the concerns of our 
community; and then it moves us beyond those concerns to those of the entire 
world.  This happens again and again.   
 

                                                        
4 Mishnah Berachot 5:1: “The pious ones of old used to wait an hour before praying in order that 
they might direct their thoughts to God.” 
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This is epitomized by the Jewish brachah or blessing formula that, in a 
traditional service, we hear repeated again and again.  I’m sure it’s familiar to 
many of us:  “Barukh atah. Adonai Eloheinu, Melekh Haolam.”  
“Blessed are You.” “Lord our God.”  “Ruler of the Universe.”   
 
Think about that for a moment. Six Hebrew words.  It begins with two, 
“Barukh atah,” signaling an intimate conversation between ME and You, God. 
Then it moves to “Adonai Eloheinu,” the Lord, OUR God. Think about that: with 
those middle two words, we’re already thinking not of ME and MY concerns, 
but US and OUR concerns.  And then we finish up with Melekh Ha-olam, Ruler 
of the Universe.  By the time we get to the end of the formula, what has 
happened to ME? I have become just a speck in the universe.  In the space of 
six words, the pray-er has moved from focusing on him or herself to focusing 
on the entire universe—at least, that is what the words are trying to 
accomplish.   
 
There is a comparable arc in the services as a whole. At the beginning of the 
morning service, there are prayers that are phrased in the singular, that focus 
on my needs and my concerns. By the time we get to the Torah service, we’re 
already well on our way to focusing on the concerns of the Jewish people. By 
the time we get to the Aleinu, we’re focused on all humanity coming together. 
And by the time our service concludes with Adon Olam, we’re describing God 
as being beyond the world and beyond time—truly, a ruler of the universe.  
 
The theory of Jewish prayer, then, is that when we pray, we may start with 
the self, but we don’t end with the self.   
 
One issue for some of us is that liturgical language is theistic.  That may 
be fine for some, but others may consider themselves agnostic or atheistic.  Is 
there a place for all of us here within the language of the siddur?   
 
Well, as we saw, atheism didn’t keep Mr. Schwartz away from shul. And it 
hasn’t kept some very secular, humanistic poets from accessing and using 
liturgical language.  For example, consider this poem by the great Israeli poet, 
Leah Goldberg:  
 

Teach me, my God, blessing and prayer -- 
For the secret of the withered leaf, 
The brightness of the ripened fruit; 
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For this freedom 
 
To see, to sense, … 
To breathe; 
To know, to wish, 
To fail. 
 
Teach my lips a blessing, a song of praise 
In renewal of your day, 
Each morning and eve. 
That my today not be 
Like all my yesterdays; 
That my day not be -- merely routine. 

 
I love that poem. (By the way, when we read that poem in shul on Shabbat 
morning, we do so at the very beginning of our service.) Like the prayers in 
our siddur, that poem is addressed to God. But, Leah Goldberg was secular. So 
what does that mean? It means that she didn’t see a conflict between her own 
beliefs, on the one hand, and making use of and expressing herself in theistic 
language, on the other hand.   
 
Maybe it was easy for Leah Goldberg because she was a poet, used to looking 
at words as metaphors.  But we can do that, too.   
 
Rabbi David Hartman once said, “the problem with the mahzor is not the 
language.  The problem is our difficult transcending the language.  We have to 
move beyond the words on the page. 
 
“Listen!” he said.  “Listen for the fragility, mortality, love and hope that have 
gathered in the mahzor over the centuries.  Never mind whether the poets’ 
beliefs are the same as yours. Can you own the feelings?” 
 
Can we get used to the idea that liturgy is poetry and its words are 
metaphors? I hope so. 
 
Some people may wonder, how can I connect with the very old and relatively 
unchanging language of the mahzor?   
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Ira Glass, the creator of the This American Life podcast, had the same question.  
The other day I was listening to one of his recent podcasts, in which he 
describes going to shul to say kaddish for his mother.  While growing up, he 
had been exposed to the liturgy, but had left it years before. When he goes 
back to shul to say kaddish, he is struck by the familiarity of the text of the 
prayers: 
 

It really hit me:  How every day is a re-run.  Do you know what I mean? 
They never do a new episode.  Every day, the same words, the same 
songs in the same order. Stretching back hundreds of years. … All the 
rest, basically exactly the same, everyday. 

 
So what gives? Or, rather, what changes? And the answer is: We change.  We 
are different each and every day. Even if we recite the same words we recited 
yesterday, we understand them differently.   
 
This is the point made by the great medieval Kabbalist, Chaim Vital.  Whatever 
is written down on the page, liturgical prayer today is never identical to what 
it was yesterday, or will be tomorrow. Because we, the pray-ers, aren’t the 
same. Period.  It is like a live concert or any other artistic performance. It’s 
never identical to any other. And prayer, after all, is an art.  
 
To fully “pray” a liturgical prayer, we have to infuse it with sincere kavanah 
(which means, “personal, spiritual intention and focus”).  Although it’s not 
written in the margins of the prayer book, it’s expected of us that we will bring 
ourselves into the experience.  
 
Ira Glass essentially comes to a similar conclusion.  He goes on to say that 
when he went back to shul, even though his theological ideas had changed 
since he was a teenager; even though he no longer, in his words, “believes in 
God;” and even though he doesn’t relate to the literal meanings of the 
prayers; … nonetheless, he got a lot of comfort out of saying kaddish. And he 
attributes that to the fact that though he has changed, the text has remained 
the same. His grandparents said the kaddish; his parents said the kaddish; he 
himself said the kaddish years ago; he’s saying it now, and he’ll go on saying it, 
God willing, for years to come.   
 
Like Ira Glass, we too can find moments when we connect with the text.  As 
Rabbi David Wolpe has written: 
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Deep prayer is an experience like music or love—indescribable to one 
who does not pray.  Prayer works through you.  To be carried away is to 
be in prayer.  To be expressively in touch with something greater is 
prayer.  … 

 
If, when we open the mahzor, we allow ourselves to dream, and let loose our 
imaginations, we can open ourselves up to the magic and mystery of prayer. 
 
I used the word “magic” deliberately—but I didn’t mean it literally. Prayer can 
be surprising; it’s capable of wowing us; but it’s not, literally, magical.  
Thinking of it as magical—e.g., I pray for something and it happens—is very 
tempting. But it is ultimately disappointing.  I may pray for someone to get 
better.  Sometimes they do.  … And sometimes they don’t.   
 
Yes, we have need to express our yearnings, and we should.  That’s why, when 
I heard that plea, “How do I pray? What do I say?” that I mentioned at the 
beginning of my remarks, it was so poignant.  Our yearnings are obviously 
going to include hopes and dreams that we will be blessed with good health, 
and that our loved ones will be blessed with good health.  But, as the Rolling 
Stones taught us:   
 

You can’t always get what you want.   
But if you try sometime you find 
You get what you need 
 

Rabbi Ferdinand Isserman5 said exactly the same thing.  Rabbi Isserman was a 
Belgium-born rabbi who came to this country in 1906, and who, in the 1930s, 
made several fact-finding trips to Nazi Germany, returning to warn Jews and 
Americans of the dangers of Nazism. 
    

Prayer [he wrote] cannot mend a broken bridge, rebuild a ruined city, or 
bring water to a parched field. 
 
But prayer can mend a broken heart, lift up a discouraged soul, and 
strengthen a weakened will.  

 

                                                        
5 The quotation that follows is often mistakenly attributed to Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel.  
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Prayer, in other words, “works”—if it works—by working on us.  
 
“True worship,” Heschel writes, “is not a petition to God; it is a sermon to 
ourselves.”  He goes on to ask, How do you know if your prayer has been 
answered?  And his answer is, “If you arise from your prayer a better person.”   
 
About sixteen years ago, Rabbi David Wolpe had a grand mal seizure.  Doctors 
discovered that he had a brain tumor.  Three years later, he was diagnosed 
with non-Hodgkins lymphoma.  He reflects on this issue as follows: 
 

I have prayed, in fear and in joy, in crisis and in calm.  Each time, I 
understood that what I was asking for was not the object of my prayer.  
My prayer that I would be healed was a prayer, stripped of all its 
topmost layers, to be assured that whatever happened would be all 
right.  Every prayer in this way is a prayer for peace; it is peace in the 
world and in one’s own soul, the certainty that the pain is not empty, the 
world not a void, the soul is not alone …. 

 
Prayer—not just expressive prayer, but liturgical prayer—can help us cope 
with the fundamental existential challenge of our lives, which is that we are 
mortal, as are all of our loved ones, and all the other human beings in the 
world. 
 
And of course it can do much more than that.  It can give us a means of 
expressing our appreciation for the blessings in our lives, and the blessings of 
our entire world.  
 
It can remind us of the values against which we ought to measure ourselves:  
values like truth, justice, compassion and peace.  It can prompt us to ask 
ourselves, “To what extent are we living our lives to further those values?”   
 
Worship gives us a daily opportunity to measure ourselves against the 
“standard of divinity.”  As we know, if we do that, we will always find things to 
work on. What better justification for praying every day? 
 
I hope that, throughout these days of repentance we are moved to pray, both 
“out there” and also here in the synagogue. 
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And I hope that we will all try to pray in a way that expresses our deepest 
personal struggles and yearnings, that helps us confront our fears, and 
appreciate the “wows” in our lives; and that also links our prayers with those 
of the entire household of Israel and all humankind, on behalf of everyone and 
everything on our entire precious planet.  
 
Most of all, let’s pray for the ability to pray, so that we can make good use of 
this precious time together. 
 
L’shanah tovah tikateivu! 
 


