AVODAH:
THE PATH OF PRAYER

The world rests on three things: Torah, avodak, and gemilut hesed:
the study of Torah, worship, and deeds of loving-kindness. [Ethics of
Our Ancestors 1:2]

A vodab is commonly understood as worship. It is often referred to
as avodab she-be-ley, the “worship of the heart.” Yet for many
people, whether they grew up practicing Judaism or are coming to it for
the first time, prayer is often the most difficult ritual. While Shabbat
has an innate appeal as a day of rest, and holiday customs carvbe fun,
prayer confronts us with questions: Why pray? What do we believe
about God? Can God hear and answer out prayers? If we don’t believe
in God, is there any reason to pray? Why are we saying a fixed liturgy
rather than spontaneous prayers? These questions are often particu-
larly difficult because we have been raised in a secular world with its
skeptical stance. Even Jews who attend services regularly may struggle
with these questions. '

For many Jews, attending synagogue services is an act of communal
solidarity. Going to synagogue on Shabbat is the “best” way to identify
with the Jewish community. Talking over kiddush with others who
make up your Jewish community, people you probably don’t see during
the week, is a crucial part of the synagogue experience for Jews. With-
out denying that aspect of the experience, the question remains, espe-
cially for those standing on the outside and wondering whether to
come in, what is prayer all about? k
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In different periods of Jewish history, other questions have been

‘posed. In the past, the notion of a God who could hear and answer

prayer was not “unbelievable.” But for those who believed in a God
who could answer prayers, questions arose about what was inappro-
priate to ask from God. The-ancient rabbis, for example, developed a
notion of “praying in vain,” which basically meant praying to ask God
to miraculously change something that had already happened. Thus,
while it was perfectly appropriate and possibly efficacious to pray for
the gender of a baby before conception, it was a “prayer in vain” to be-
seech that the gender of the baby should change onee it had been estab-
lished. The belief in prayer’s poténtial to change the future as well as
its limitations on changing the already existing present raised a number
of philosophical questions for traditional theologians. How can God
know the future if our prayer can change it? (To answer that God
knows we will pray only begs the question.) If God is ommnipotent, why
couldn’t God change the sex of a baby?

Sometimes the concerns go deeper. Can prayer change anything? Is
there a Being who can hear our prayers and respond to them? Isn’t it
kind of cheesy to ask for things from God, to pray for a new bike or a
red sports car for Hanulkah? If most people only pray when they are in
the proverbial foxhole, isn’t prayer just wishful thinking secking some
magical way to get out of a dire circumstance?

‘While the question of what is God will be dealt with more fully in
the last chapter of this book, it is useful to speak of God either as im-
manent or transcendent. To say that God is transcendent means that
God is a Being that is separate from us. Many traditional views of God
posit a transcendent God. These range from the traditional notion of a
transcendent God who rewards and punishes to a Being or Force that
acts in a caring fashion in the universe. To say that God is immanent
means that God is inside us rather than separate from us. If God
is the good inside us, then the Godliness inside us can act in a caring
fashion. '

Some recent studies suggest that ill people who have a group of peo-
ple praying on their behalf do better physically than ill people who
don’t. The web of the universe is complex. Cause and cffect may not
explain everything. It may well be that having people express good
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wishes/prayers on our behalf can affect the cosmos and us in ways that
we cannot yet clearly understand. This possibility of making a differ-
ence for the good can be called God. Whether God is the caring impulse
inherent in every human being or God is a Being or Force that can act
in a caring manner when called upon, the universe responds to our
actions—including our prayers.

There are still prayers that are in vain, God, as it were, always an-
swers, but sometimes the answer is no. But prayer and the response it
calls forth are part of the “physics” of our spiritual universe—to every
action of prayer there is a reaction.

Kinds of Jewish Prayer

It is important to understand that prayer was never just about asking
for things. Bakasha, “asking for things,” is only a minor element in the
totality of Jewish liturgy. In fact, on Shabbat, prayers of bakasha are re-
moved from the liturgy, since Shabbat is meant to be a day of rest and
contemplation, not of worry about what you do not have. In weekday
services, the liturgy consists of three types of prayer: shevah (praise),
bakasha (asking), and hoda’ah (gratitude), It is customary to view the
progression of liturgy as reflecting the progress of a person approach-
ing a king with a request, First you would praise the king, then make
your request, and finally express your gratitude. This metaphor of God
as king is explicit in Jewish liturgy and the most common way of re-
ferring to God. Earthly court protocol may have influenced much of
the overall structure of the liturgy, as well as specific customs such as
bowing,.

In general, praise rather than request is the dominant theme of Jew-
ish liturgy. Praising God can bring us to a recognition of our human
finiteness in comparison to God. It makes us aware that the world does
not end and begin with ourselves. When we praise God as the creator
of the world we also remember that God has given us the gift of all the
wonders of creation. Most especially, we can remember that God has
given us the most precious gift of all—the gift of life. Finally, engaging
in the act of prayer reminds us that despite our limitations and foibl§s,

AVODAH: THE PATH OF PRAYER 79

God desires to be in relationship with us, Prayer can help lead the wor-
shiper to move beyond the self to a sense of standing before the pres-
ence of the Holy One. The metaphor of a kingly court is not the only
one possible in this understanding,. Praise can lead to prayer as the ex-
perience of the Divine Presence, however that Presence is imaged or
experienced, This awareness then leads to a thankfulness for the experi-
ence of God’s Presence, the feeling of being cared for or loved by God,
and an increased appreciation for the blessings of our lives.

Yet the purpose of prayer is not totally encapsulated by an explana-
tion of these three types of prayer. For the mystics, prayer had the ca-
pacity to move the worshiper beyond praise, request, or thankfulness to
a literal experience of the Divine, For Hasidism in the eighteenth cen-
tury, prayer was the central religious path, often replacing the tradi-
tional notion of Torah study as the primary path of the religious Jew.
Hasidism saw prayer as the means to achieve the goal of religious life:
devekut, “cleaving to God.”

Another approach to prayer is based on a typology of Jewish mysti-
cism that posits the existence of four worlds that bridge from the materi-
ality of this world to the spirituality of the Godhead. (This typology is in
part an attempt to answer how an infinite spiritual being, God, could
have created a finite material world,) This approach, as set forth in con-
temporary language by Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, sees the morn-
ing liturgy as a progression from the material to the spiritual. We begin

- with the morning blessings that focus on the body and continue with
- the psalms that give voice to the world of emotions. We continue with the
': ‘Shema, which states the principle of God’s oneness, reflecting the world
- of the intellect. Finally, we come to the amidab, during which we stand

before the Presence, striving to enter the world of spirituality.

The act of prayer itself and its forms can be understood to have a va-
riety of purposes, each of which can be found in the traditional liturgy,
and some of which move beyond that liturgy to the contemplation of
God. Different schools of Jewish thought empha51zed different aspects

---_of the prayer experience. Eventually, Jewish tradition favored fixed

liturgy over spontaneous prayer, and communal prayer in a minyan,
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“quorum of ten,” over individual prayer.
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The Prayer Services

Since before talmudic times, Jews have been called upon to pray three
times a day. These services are shabarit (morning), minbab (afternoon),
and ma’ariv (evening, though Jews of Sephardic origin call the evening
service arvit). On Shabbat and festivals an extra service called musaf
{“additional”) is added to the morning prayers.

Yet the origins of the liturgy are not clear. It is striking that despite
being “one of the pillars of the world,” prayer is not one of the mitzvot
in the Torah. Most rabbinic authorities believe prayer is only a rabbinic
mitzvab. Why?

Perhaps it is because avodab originally referred to the sacrificial sys-
tem rather than to prayer. In fact, some Bible scholars question whether
there was any liturgy accompanying the sacrifices in the First Temple.
Whatever prayers we do have in the biblical text are simply the sponta-
neous prayers of individuals, such as Moses’ prayer to heal Miriam, his
sister. Jt would seem that the Torah sets out in detail the rituals related
to bringing sacrifices and has apparently no notion of liturgy.

Liturgy as we know it seems to come about only during the late Sec-
ond Temple period, in the last century before the common era. Even the
rabbinic texts, which generally like to maintain the antiquity of the
forms of rabbinic Judaism, acknowledge the late development of Jew-
ish liturgy. For example the Talmud tells us that one sage, Shimon ha-
Pekuli, set in order the central prayer of Jewish liturgy, the amidab. The
significance of prayer was accelerated by the destruction of the Second
Temple in 70 C.E., which eliminated sacrifices as a manner of divine
worship. The rabbis explicitly designed the daily liturgy as a substitu-
tion for sacrifices. Synagogues, which had coexisted with the Second
Temple in its last years, now became the focus of public religious life.
The rabbis of the Talmud established all the basic elements of the ser-
vice, though Jewish liturgy would continue to grow in an unabated
process from their time to ours.

In the Talmud there is a discussion concerning the origin of the ser-
vices. One opinion held that the prayers paralleled the sacrifices in the
Temple. There were daily morning and afternoon sacrifices as well as
an additional sactifice on Shabbat and holidays. Since there were no

AVODAH: THE PATH OF PRAYER I8I

daily nighttime sacrifices, the evening prayer service originally had a
status different from the other services—it was not obligatory. The
other opinion held that the patriarchs instituted the three daily services.
Abraham instituted the morning service, Isaac the afternoon, and Jacob
the evening, In this schema there is no character that introduces musaf,
the additional service. While the Talmud likes to place the origin of
Jewish liturgy back in the historic past, one still wonders how the Tal-
mud understood this tradition. For after all, it tells us that saintly Abra-
ham did not pray the afternoon or evening services. One also wonders
what prayers the patriarchs might have uttered, since, as we have seen,
it is only in talmudic times that the amidah was composed. Perhaps
the talmudic tradition is meant to suggest that the impulse to pray has
always existed and beginning with the patriarchs there was a regu-
larity to the expression of prayer even if the words of prayer were still

fluid.

Fixed Liturgy

The coexistent sirands of fixed and fluid liturgy continued for some
time in liturgical practice. Even as the rabbis of the Talmud formulated
the amidab, using the traditional berakhab formula {see “Fating and
Food,” pp. 66-93), the specific wording of the liturgy remained for the
most part fluid. This was due in large part to the fack of prayer books
in the pre-Gutenberg world. Thus even as the rabbis created and set the
theme of a particular berakbah, they left the wording up to the person
leading services. Since most people did not have the text of the liturgy
in front of them, they would listen to the leader composing the be-
rakbah on its requisite theme and then answer Amen, “So be it.” The
liturgy was much shorter than it is today. Over time the liturgy became
ever mote fixed. The services became longer, especially the morning
service and those of festivals. Yet creativity and the introduction of new
liturgy continued for over a thousand years after the talmudic period.
From the end of the Middle Ages until the nincteenth century, however,
little new material was added. In the twentieth century there was a con-
traction of the liturgy, even in traditional circles. {The rejection of many
of the additions to the standard liturgy is an exception to the trend
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toward stringency in many Orthodox circles.) However, today in all the
liberal movements there have been both changes and deletions of tradi-
tional liturgy as well as the addition of new liturgy.

Even as the liturgy became more and more fixed, the tradition
remained concerned that the tension between keva and kavanab be
maintained. Keva is the “fixed” liturgy; kavanab is the “intention” of
the worshiper. In the last chapter, I discussed the rabbinic debate about
whether fulfilling a mitzvah requires intention. This is a particular
problem with regard to prayer. While in the end kavanab is not re-
quired, it is still very much desired, especially when it comes to prayer,
After all, what is the point of praying if you are paying no attention to
the words and their meaning!

If kavanab is so important, why is Jewish prayer so focused on a

fixed licurgy that tells you what to say and when to say it? After all,
isn’t spontaneous prayer by its very nature a prayer with kavanah? On
one level the answer may lie with the broad trend within the tradition
to set out ever more specifically what needs to be done to fulfill the
mitzvot, If it is a mitzvak to pray, then what do I need to say to fulfill
my obligation? Yet there may also be an insight into the nature of
prayer that is operative here. It is clear that a fixed liturgy runs the risk
of a rote recital of the prayers. Yet however appealing spontaneous
prayer may be, the tradition is concerned that without a regular prayer
practice we will never come to spontaneous prayer or come to it only
very rarely. There is an art to prayer. It is not something that comes
easily, even to those who have no doubts about the existence of God. It
is a practice like any other. It needs to be done on a regular basis if we
are to become skilled at it, just as learning to play an instrument re-
quires frequent rather than spontaneous practice, and physical exercise
needs to be done on an ongoing and regular basis to obtain the health
benetits. If prayer is not part of a regular practice, it will end up on the
list that many of us keep: the things we want to do that we somehow
never seem to get around to doing,

Prayer, then, is a practice that requires just that-—practice. It does not
work very well if you pray ounly once in a while. It may not work very
well if you pray only once a week on Shabbat. Yet the more frequently
we pray the more we run the risk of prayer becoming a rote ritual. You
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have probably seen people who are “speed daveners,” those who say
the words at the speed of light while checking their watch for the time
and waving hello to an acquaintance who has just entered the room.

How to avoid prayer as rote?

Reconceiving Prayer
\
One place to begin is to reconceive of prayer as a discipline rather

than an obligation. Prayer as obligation can lead too easily to speed-
davening just to get it done. Prayer as discipline acknowledges that
there will be times when the act of prayer has no real meaning to the
worshiper. Yet it is still important to pray in order to maintain the disci-
pline of prayer. The difference, then, is that you have not fulfilled an
obligation in this rote prayer. You understand that this act of prayer
was unsuccessful, but it is important to keep on praying to increase
your prayer skills. It also lays the groundwork for the future potential
of your prayer experience. Being unsuccessful is a goad to try harder
next time rather than being satisfied with having fulfilled the mitzvab in
a system that sees prayer as an obligation.

Another element in creating a vibrant prayer life is to reacquire the
ability to pray in our own words, While therc are some places in the
traditional liturgy that allow for personal prayers, basically Jewish

 Jiturgy has become fixed and formal. A number of years ago, a group
~ from my synagogue met a few times a year with a group from a church.

We ate together and then engaged in a Black-Jewish dialogue. At our
. first meeting, before we ate, the minister offered a prayer that spoke
- about the coming together of diverse communities to talk with each
other. All T could think of doing was saying the mofzi, the traditional
blessing over bread. T had never “made up” a prayer, Or similarly, ata
conference about religion and healing, a nun gave examples of prayers
she said with ill patients. They were beautiful and also reflected the par-
ticular circumstance of the patient. The rabbi on the same panel spoke
about two traditional prayers for healing which are formulaic and
‘therefore do not reflect the patient’s particular circumstance, e.g., he is
‘about to be operated on or she just received a bad prognosis. The
paucity of our tradition was striking. We limit the outpouring of our
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hearts when we feel bound to use only the fixed liturgy. 'Told to put
aside our prayer books and just speak from the heart, most of us feel
embarrassed and tongue-tied. Along with the treasures and tradition of
our liturgy we need to add our own words if prayer is to become a prac-
tice rather than an obligation.

How to Pray

There is a particular style to Jewish prayer that is derived from Han-
nah. Hannah (whose story is found at the beginning of the First Book
of Samuel) is childless and she goes to the sanctuary to pray for a child.

R. Hamnuna said: How many important rulings may be derived
from the verses about Hannah at prayer (r Sam. 1:1off). “Now Han-
nah, she spoke with her heart”—hence, they who say the Tefillah
must direct their full hearts to the prayer; “only her lips moved”—
hence, they who say the Tefillab are to do it clearly with their lips;
“but her voice could not be heard”—hence it is forbidden to raise
one’s voice in the Tefillab. . . . [Talmud, Berakhot 31a)

The traditional style of prayer then is to articulate the words, not to
say or read them silently. The words should be said loudly enough so
the worshiper can hear them but not so loudly as to disturb the person
next to you. The “silent” amidab is not really silent at all; rather it is
said to oneself, in distinction to when the amidab is chanted out loud
by the person leading services.

It is ironic that the basic style of Jewish prayer should be modeled on
the practice of a woman, Hannah, and yet, according to traditional ha-
lakhab, women are not obligated to observe the mitzvah of prayer,
which also means that they cannot lead services!

Another part of the style of Jewish prayer, often practiced, is shuck-
ling. This refers to moving the upper body back and forth during
prayer. The origin of the practice is uncertain, but it is commonly asso-
ciated with Eastern European Jewry. Both articulating the words and
moving back and forth provide a physical dimension to the act of
prayer.
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Malking Prayer a Daily Practice

The three daily services create a framework for the creation of a daily
practice of prayer. Upon rising in the morning, prayer can be both a
way to give thanks for the new day and a spiritual preparation for that
day. Similarly, praying at the end of the day can be a thanksgiving for
the blessings of the day just past as well as an opportunity for a reflec-
tion upon the experience of the day. It can also serve as a way to come
to a calm place, making the transition to sleep easier. Minhab, the after-
noon prayer, is less obvious in its purpose. It is not tied to any natural
phenomenon such as sunrise and sunset. It is the shortest service of the
day, since it lacks the Shema and its blessings. Each service then has its

own character,

Shaharit: 2 morning practice The challenge of shabarit is that it is
the longest daily service and yet for many this is the most pressured
time of the day. How much time you have to devote to a shabarit will
naturally affect how many prayers you can say. You will also need to
weigh how much of the traditional liturgy you want to include as well
as being aware of what are the central clements of the traditional
liturgy.

Some models:

1. In the “Dawning” chapter (pp. 3—=21), several prayers are men-
tioned that are said on waking up, each of which takes less than a
minute. This is all some people will have time for.

2. In that chapter we discussed the birkbot ha-shabar, the morning
blessings that can serve as a morning liturgy. This first part of the ser-
vice contains many of the elements 6f the rest of the service in concise
“form. Blessings, the Shema, Torah study are all found in the first few
_pages of the prayer book. This then could serve as a basis for a shabarit
-of five to ten minutes.

-+ 3. You can find a verse, a phrase, a psalm, or a song that speaks to
“you and that becomes your mantra repeated over and over for your
shaharit. .

4. You can do an abbreviated version of the traditional liturgy, such
as Psalm 145 (ashrei}, a short version of the blessings before and after
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the Shema including the Shema and its fivst paragraph, the amidab, or a
shortened version thereof. (A traditional version of an abbreviated amzi-
dab can be found in Siddur Sim Shalom, edited by Jules Harlow [Rab-
binical Assembly, 1985], pp. 228-31.) Conclude with aleinu or some
other closing liturgy. This would take approximately fifteen minutes.

There is another factor to take into account, You may want to give
yourself some time to make the transition into prayer. It is not easy just
to jump in without any “warm-up.” This could consist of sitting in si-
lence, singing a nigun (a wordless melody), chanting, studying, or recit-
ing some liturgy. (Part of the reason that shabarit service is so long is
that a preliminary section was added as preparation, but then over time
that “preparation” became part of the core of the service. Then a new
preliminary service was added and served its function until it too be-
came part of the core, etc,) Similatly, you might not want to rush imme-
diately away, rather you might want to sit in your devotional mood,
letting it sink in before going off to the hustle and bustle of the day. This
would add to the “length” of your prayer service.

A very nice collection of Jewish prayers, including nonstandard
ones, is A Language of Faith, edited by Nahum Glatzer (Schocken,
1947).

Minhah The challenge of minbkab is to carve out some time in the
middle of the day. The traditional liturgy could be said in ten minutes,
s0 it is not so much a question of length as it is of stopping work in
order to pray. Yet it would seem that the busier our workday and the
faster the pace of our lives, the more beneficial would be a break, not
for coffee or a snack but to breathe. Or to reflect on the questions: Who
are we and who do we want to be? Perhaps then the Shema is not re-
cited in minbab because it is too much to ask amid the business of
the day to come to a sense of God’s Oneness and thus the Divine unity
that underlies the world. The fragmented nature of our work—forty-
five-minute meetings, production deadlines, multiple memos, various
clients or patients—seems to point in the opposite direction. Minhab
then asks only for a pause to reflect, to remember what is important
and what is ultimately extraneous—to return to our real selves, who
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want to be caring and helpful to others even as much as we want to suc-
ceed and earn a living.

The challenge of minbab is to find what will allow us to do that.
What liturgy will bring us back to clearer awareness? Where can we go
for a few minutes of uninterrupted time? Our office? Outdoors? The
bathroom?

/

Ma’ariv The evening service has both the Shema and amidah but is
still much shorter than shabarit, since it lacks the morning service’s pre-
fiminary psalms. The traditional liturgy could be said in fifteen min-
utes. Or, as with the other services, you can construct your own ma’ariv
with or without elements of the traditional service. You may want
to directly connect it with going to bed (scc “The End of the Day,”
pp. 94-102). Like shaharit, the evening service includes the theme of
the transition from light to darkness. It also includes a request that we
lie down in peace as our day draws to a close. If, in the morning, we are
awakening to and preparing for the new day, then in ma’ariy, even as
we reflect back on the day, we are bringing ourselves to a place of calm
and peace in order to have a restful sleep.

Prayer Practices

Whether one is meditating or praying the traditional liturgy, it can be
helpful to the experience to have a set place at home for your spiritual
practice. Ideally, this would be a space set aside for it; at least it should
have some visible decoration to help create a devotional atmosphere.
Even if it is simply a chair that you also use for reading or watching TV,
coming to the same place for your daily prayer practice at home can
still help in creating a prayerful expericnce.

There is a tradition of using wall plaques as a devotional focus. One
form is a mizrab, from the word meaning “east.” Since the tradition
" is to face east toward Jerusalem while praying, such a plaque reminds
us which is the correct way to face. Another form is a shiviti plaque,
whose name is taken from the first word of the verse “I have placed
" God before me always” (Psalm. 16:8). A centerpiece of the shiviti is the
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name of God. Both kinds of plaques are often artistically rendered,
sometimes in paper-cuts (there are examples at the beginning of each
" part in this book). Today they are found in some traditional syna-
gogues, and they may also be adopted as a devotional focus at home.
The garments of prayer also can be a devotional aid. They are dis-
cussed toward the end of this chapter.

Praying in a Minyan

Jewish prayer classically takes place in a minyan, a quorum of ten or
more Jews, Despite prayer’s being an intensely personal experience, we
do itin a group. This communal setting is emphasized by the fact that
almost all of the prayers use plural forms rather than singular, Perhaps
to be able to pray we need to move beyond the walls of our self, An
awareness of the others around us can lead to an awareness both of the
Other and of our shared humanity. In the presence of others we are
more likely to acknowledge our shortcomings as human beings. Like-
wise, in the presence of others we are enabled to move beyond disap-
pointment in or condemnation of our self to an outpouring of the heart
that longs for a change.

Thus, praying in a minyan serves as a setting for our own prayer.
Sometimes this can be literally true. We have all been in services that
have seemed rote or uninspired, or in which we cannot keep up with
the pace of the prayers being recited. Or sometimes our mood seems at
variance with that of the community; for example, they are joyous and
celebratory and we are contemplative or even sad. In these cases, the
service can become the setting for our own prayer. We do not need to be
always on the same page literally or emotionally with the congregation.
Having a group of people praying in the background can help create a
prayerful environment. We can join again with the congregation at the
central prayers such as the Shema or when they are singing (it is hard to
pray when others are singing) or when we are ready. No matter how
uninspired the service may seem to us, our own experience is very much
in our hands. '
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Prayer as a Way of Being

As mentioned, it is striking that prayer is not a mitzvah according to
most rabbinic authorities. One could say that there is no mitzvab to pray
because none is necessary, prayer is a natural impulse. Or because prayer
is beyond the system of mitzvot, it is not something to be done only at
specific timeg and with specific words. Rather, prayer is a way of being.

How many Tefillahs is one required to utter every day? Qur mas-
ters taught: One is to utter no more than the three Tefillahs which the
fathers of the world ordained. David came and specified the times:

- “Evening, morn, and noon” (Psalm 55:x8). Hence, one is not permit-
ted to utter more than three Tefillahs a day. However, R. Yohanan
said: Oh that one could continue to pray the entire day! [Midrash
Tanbuma, Mi-ketz, 9; Talmud, Berakbot 31a]

“As for me, let my prayer be unto You, O Lord, in an acceptable
time.” For everything the Holy One set a time and a season, as
is said, “There is a time for experience” (Eccles. 8:6)—except for
prayer. Whenever people pray, they are answered. Why is there no
set time for prayer? Were a person to know the time when, if they
pray, they will be answered, they would leave off other times and
pray only then. Accordingly, the Holy One said: For this reason I do
not let you know when you will be answered, so that you will be
willing to pray at all times, as is said, “Put your trust in God at all
times” (Psalm 62.:9). [Aggadak Bereishit 77]

To live a prayerful life is to live a life of devotion. It is to carry with

you an attitude toward the unfolding of your life. To always be praying
" is to live with an awareness of the true reality of nature.

“For prayer is not the shutting of one’s eyes to reality. It is the glim-

- mer, the intimation, the daring which leads to the transcending of

reality” (Jakob Petuchowski). Prayer leads us to an understanding of
our limitations and our frailty as well as our capacity for goodness and
greatness. As we pray, we become aware of all that lies beyond the self,
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of the mountains and valleys of the psalmist, of the play of light and
dark in the daily cycle of our world, of the birds and all the other crea-
tures singing praise to God, and finally of all of creation. As we achieve
the correct perspective of being only a small dot in a vast universe, we
can feel alone. Moments of prayer in our busy lives become opportuni-
ties for self-reflection. Most often when we do that, when we gaze in
the mirror of truth, not only do we see that we are only an insignificant
dot in the universe, but the countenance staring back at us is an ugly
one. We see all the bruises and warts on our faces earned in our lives. It
is the portrait of Dorian Gray that we see rather than the prettified self
we like to think we present to the outside world. Some commentators
understand the word for prayer, mitpalel, with its reflexive grammati-
cal form, to mean “judge oneself.” Prayer prevents us from being car-
ried away with ourselves. Yet even as we gain true perspective and a
truer sense of ourselves, we are not meant to berate ourselves for our
failures. Nor are we meant to feel insignificant or that in the scope of
the universe whatever we do or whatever happens to us is insignificant.
Nor is the goal to achieve an equanimity that leads you to feel nothing
matters. Nor to come to a realization that all life is just a passing
breath, as in the imagery of Kohelet, Ecclesiastes. For as small and as
fallible as we are, as we encounter God in prayer we are reminded that
we are created in the image of God. This means that each person is
unique and each of us is called to act in Godly, that is, holy, ways.

The Hasidic master Isaacher Baer of Zlochow taught on Gen. 44:18
the following. At first, when a person wishes to pray, he thinks of God’s
greatness and says to himself: “Who am I, a mere flawed mortal to pray
before the great and exalted God.” But upon further reflection, he real-
izes that there is no place absent of God and therefore he too is part of
the Divine. We are all created in the Divine image. With this under-
standing the person will now be able to pray with great enthusiasm.

Prayer becomnes the expression of and evidence for our relationship
to God. It is an affirmation that we are never alone, we always stand in
relationship to the Holy One, who loves ns with an everlasting love.

Prayer reminds us that God the Creator is everywhere in the uni-
verse, including, most importantly, in ourselves, To live a prayerful life
is to see the image of God in every person we see, to see the every-
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day blessings of a blue sky and a green tree. In fact, it is to see the many
blessings of our lives even as we don’t ignore the curses and the suffer-
ing that is inevitably our fate.

Standing on an empty beach, we look back across the sand stretch-
ing as far as the eye can see. Lost from our sight is not what lies beyond
the horizon, but rather the millions of grains of sand lying at our feet.
All those millions make up this sandy vista, but we only perceive the
mass whole. A life of prayer is to make us aware of the millions of mo-
ments that together make up the sandy beach of our individual lives. As
small as each of us is in the vista of the universe, as fleeting as this mo-
ment is, this moment and myself are integral parts of the tapestry of ex-
istence. The challenge of prayer is even harder than we think. It is not
only to pray three times a day in a minyan, it is to be prayerful at every
moment of the day. To know before Whom you stand, and to act and
react to the world in a holy way.

If prayer is pure and untainted, surely that holy breath that rises
from your lips will join with the breath of heaven that is always flow-
ing into you from above. Thus our masters have taught the verse:
“Every breath shall praise God”: with every single breath that you
breathe, God is praised. As the breath leaves you, it ascends to God,
and then it returns to you from above. Thus that part of God which
is within you is reunited with its source. [From the Hasidic work
Keter Shem Tov, as adapted in Your Word Is Fire, by Arthur Green
and Barry Holtz]

A KAVANAH FOR PRAYER

Teach me my God, a blessing, a prayer -
On the mystery of a withered leaf
On ripened fruit so fair
On the freedom to see, to sense,
To breathe, to know, to hope, to despair.

~ Teach my lips a blessing, a hymn of praise
As each morning and night




I92 THE THREE PATHS

You renew Your days,

Lest my days be as the one before

Lest routine set my ways.

[Leah Goldberg, translated by Pnina Peli]

A Brief Guide to Jewish Liturgy

There are a number of components in Jewish liturgy. Broadly they fall
into three categories.

1. Prayers from the Bible. Most of these are from the Book of
Psalms. In addition, the best-known piece of Jewish liturgy, the Shema
prayer, is composed of three selections from the Torah.

2, Prayers composed by the rabbis of the Talmud. The amidab, the
central prayer of every Jewish service, was composed in the rabbinic pe-
riod. The Talmudic rabbis employed the form of the berakhah, the
blessing, which is an essential element in the litargy. The final wording
of the rabbinic liturgy was only established in the early Middle Ages.

3. Beginning in the rabbinic period and continuing until the end of
the Middle Ages, liturgical poetry was composed and added to the ser-
vices. Known as piyyut (plural: piyyutim), these poems often developed
around themes from the festival cycle. Thousands were written. Some
were adopted only by a local community, though certain of them be-
came widely accepted as standard parts of the liturgy. This was espe-
cially true of the expansion of the High Holiday liturgy, where some of
our most famous prayers are piyyutim, for example, the wu-netanah
tokef prayer. In the modern period, with the printing of the prayer book
and the increased standardization of the liturgy, piyyutisn that were
used only locally mainly disappeared, and in general piyyut was de-
emphasized, since the poetry was often difficult to understand.

The berakhah The talmudic rabbis inherited the basic berakbab for-
mula. A berakbab for the rabbis needed to include the words barukh
s atah Adonai elobein melekh ha-olam, “Praised are You, Eternal One,
our God, Ruler of the universe.” There are a number of types of be-
rakhot. (1) There are short forms said before eating, such as the bless-
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ing over bread, which begins with the berakhah formula and continues
ba-motzi lebem min ha-aretz, “who brings forth bread from the earth”
(see the chapter “Eating and Food,” pp. 66-93, for further examples).
(2) A short form said before doing a mitzvab. It adds the following to
the opening formula: asher kidshanu be-mitzvotav ve-tzivanu, “who
has made us holy through the commandments and commanded uvs.”
This is followed by reference to the particular mitzvab, such as lighting
the Hanukkah candles. (3) The long form of a berakbah, which is usu-
ally the length of a paragraph but which can occasionally be longer.
This form is a key underlying structure in Jewish liturgy. The long-form
berakhot begin with the opening formula barukh atah Adonai elobeinu
melekh ha-olam and continue by setting out a theme. One example
is the berakhab at the beginning of the evening service, which talks
about God as the bringer of light and darkness and night and day and
celebrates God and God’s creation. This long-form berakbab then
concludes with part of the berakhah formula, barukb atab Adonai,
“Praised are You, Eternal One,” followed by a few words that recapitu-
late the theme of this liturgical unit. Thus this long form is framed by
parts of the basic berakhab formula. These long-form berakhot were
the basic building blocks of rabbinic liturgy. Thus, the evening service is
composed of two such berakhor preceding the Shema, two following
the Shema, and then the amidah. The amidab itself is a series of such
paragraph berakhot, each one on. a different theme. The amidab is also
known as the shemonel esreb, literally “cighteen,” which was the
number of blessings that made up this prayer group. (Later, a nine-
teenth was added, but the name had become traditional by that time
and was not altered.} :

Recognizing the formula barukh atah Adonai eloheinu melekh ba-
olam, followed after some lines of liturgy by the formula barukh atah
Adonai, alerts you to the beginning and the end of a unit of liturgy.
There is one complication. When there is a series of blessings that make
up a larger liturgical unit, the opening berakhal formula is not re-
peated each time but rather is “assumed,” though the concluding
berakbah formula is always present. Thus only the first berakbah
preceding the Shema opens with the berakizah formula. The second
berakhab opens with the words abavat olam, “with eternal love,”
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though it does conclude with the concluding blessing formula of
barukh atah Adonai, with the summary of the theme of this second be-
rakhab, that is, obev amo yisrael, “who loves God’s people Israel.”
This is similarly true of the amidab, where only the first blessing opens
with the berakhab formula, the rest beginning with their themes but in-
cluding the concluding berakhab formula.

An additional word on the amidah  The amidak is the central prayer
of Jewish liturgy. Every “service” contains an amidah. The amidab be-
gins with three blessings of praise and concludes with three blessings of
thankfulness. The middle section changes according to the occasion.
During the week the middle consists of thirteen blessings of request that
range from healing or wisdom to a restoration of the people to the land
of Israel, On Shabbat and festivals, the middle section consists of a sin-
gle blessing on the theme of the day. (The Rosh ha-Shanah wmusaf is
exceptional in having three central blessings for a total of nine over-
all.} The musaf service is an additional amidab said on Shabbat and
festivals.

Traditionally, when there is a minyan, the amidab is said silently and
then repeated aloud by the service leader in every service except for the
evening service. (This difference reflects the original optional status of
the evening service.) During the repetition in the third blessing, the ke-
dushab is recited. This is a prayer recited responsively based on verses
quoted from the prophets. The kedushab, reciting kaddish, and reading
from the Torah are among the elements of the service that are omitted
when praying alone or without a minyan. In some congregations, there
is no silent amidah; instead, the congregation recites the gmidab aloud.
In other congregations the first part of the amidab and the kedushah
are recited together out loud and then everyone continues silently to the
end of the prayer.

The gmidab has a kind of choreography: it is tFaditional to bow four
times while reciting it. The bowing is done at the beginning and end of
the first berakbah of the amidab. Bend your knees at barukb, “praised
are,” and then bend over from the waist at atah, “you.” Straighten up
at the word Adonai, “God.” This is done the same way in the next-to-
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last berakbah of the amidab. We bow on the words modim anabnu
lakh, “we thank you,” at the beginning of the berakbab, and again on
barukh atab at the end of the berakbah.

This manner of bowing is done at a number of other places in the
liturgy. The two most common are during the call to pray (barekbu)
which opens the main part of the shabarit and evening service and in
the aleinu prayer which concludes every service. (We bow during the
line va-anahnu kor'im w-mishtabavim u-modim, “We bend our knee
and bow and acknowledge.”)

Why bow? One understanding is that we are acting out the meta-~

phor of God as king. As we approach the king we bow in obeisance be-
fore God’s majesty and power. Another understanding sces the bowing
as admitting that a world exists outside of ourselves. It acknowledges
our own limitations. In support of this second interpretation is our cus-
tom of returning to an erect position when saying God’s name. If the
purpose of bowing is to bow before the king, then we should be bow-
ing specifically at the mention of God. Instead, we stand erect, for we
are not supposed to be fawning servants before the Almighty; rather we
are to understand clearly that we are human beings, small specks in the
universe which nonetheless carry a divine spark. We are humbled by
our deficiencies and yet we stand facing the Holy One, for God desires
partners in the work of creation.
Other prayers  Berakhbot include most of the essential elements of the
liturgy. Other important prayers are the aleinu prayer at the conclusion
of all services and the kaddish. The kaddish prayer, one of the few
prayers recited in Aramaic, the common language of Jews in talmudic
times, is a praise of God. It exists in a number of versions, the best-
known of which is the mourner’s kaddish. Though it does not speak
about death, it is the widespread custom to recite this prayer after the
death of an immediate relative (see p. 449). The kaddish is also used as
a marker to conclude a large section of the service or to mark the immi-
nent conclusion of a full service. As the former, the kaddish exists in a
hatzi kaddish, “half kaddish,” version. As the latter, the kaddish exists
in its kaddish shalem, “full kaddish,” version,
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An Outline of a Shabbat Morning Service

1. Birkhot ha-shahar, the morning blessings. This is a series of blessings
related to awakening to the day. (For a fuller description see the first
chapter of this book.)

2. Pesukei de-zimra, verses of praise. These are a number of Psalms
or collected verses from Psalms, meant to be a preparation, a warm-up,
for the main part of the service.

3. The Shema and its berakbot. This is the “Hear, O Israel” prayer,
preceded and followed by blessings.

a. Barekbu, “let us bless,” an opening call to join in prayer.

b. Youzer, “creator of light,” the first blessing, which is about God
as creator and the daily renewal of the world.

c. Abavab rabbah, “with great love,” the second blessing, whose
theme is God’s love for us as expressed through the gift of Torah.

d. The Shema, “Hear, O Israel.” This consists of three paragraphs
from the Torah: Deut, 6:4—9, Deut, r1:13~21, and Num. 15: 37—41.

e. Emet ve-yatziv, “your teaching is true and enduring,” the bless-
ing after the Shema that describes God as redeemer.

4. Amidah, the “standing” prayer, counsisting of seven blessings.

a. Avot, the “ancestors,” focusing on the theme of the patriarchs’
and matriarchs’ relation to God.

b. Gevurot, God’s “power,” focusing on the theme of how God’s
power is manifested in the world. Traditionally, this includes the be-
lief in the resurrection of the dead. Reform and Reconstructionist
prayer books change this blessing to focus on God as the source of
life.

¢. Kedushat ba-shem, “God’s holiness.” This section includes the
kedushah described above.

d. Kedushat ba-yom, “the sanctity of the day.” This central bless-
ing focuses on the holiness of Shabbat or the festival as appropriate.
On Shabbat, this blessing is different in each of the four services of
the day.

e. Avodah, “worship.” This asks that our prayers be acceptable
to God.
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f. Hoda'ah, “thanksgiving.” We are thankful for alf the blessings
of [ife. (In this blessing we bow twice as described above,)

g. Birkat ba-shalom, “prayer for peace.”
The amidab is followed by a time for personal meditation. One of

the rabbis of the Talmud composed a meditation, elobai nitzor, that is
included in the prayer book as a beautiful model of a personal medita-
tion, and also for recitation by those who are unprepared to offer their
own meditation. It is often recited automatically, showing how the
spontancous prayer used as an example for others has instead become
standard liturgy, obscuring this as 2 moment for spontaneous prayer.

When Shabbat coincides with a festival, Hallel, “Praise,” is recited.

This is a collection of Psalms (113-1x8) praising God. Otherwise the
service continues with the second major part of Shabbat morning; the
Torah reading.

5. The Torah reading begins with the singing of a number of verses

that precede the taking of the Torah scroll out of the ark, The Torah is
then carried through the congregation and brought to the reader’s
table. People are honored with aliyot, being called up to the Torah,
which is then read to its cantillation. (For more details see “Torah: The
Path of Study,” pp. r39—75). After the Torah is read, it is lifted up and
then wrapped. The reading from the Torah is followed by a chanted
reading from the prophets, called the haftarab. (The bafiarab is read
from a printed book rather than a scroll.) The rabbis chose selections
from the prophets based on the theme of each week’s Torah reading,
After the Torah service, the scroll is returned to its place in the ark.

6. In more traditional synagogues, the Torah reading is followed by

- musaf, the additional service. It is another amidab whose theme is the
~ animal sacrifices in the Temple of Jerusalem. Many liberal synagogues,
which do not believe in praying for the restoration of the sacrificial
cult, have eliminated musaf. In either case, the service ends with a num-
ber of songs, the aleinu prayer, and the mourner’s kaddish.

For more information, a good book to read is Entering Jewish

- Prayer by Reuven Hammer (Schocken, 1995),
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Garments of Prayer

A kippab, “skullcap” (yarmulka in Yiddish), was traditionally worn
all the time by a man. This custom is still observed in the Orthodox
community. In liberal communities it has become the custom in most
synagogues for men to wear a kippah during prayer services. In some
Reform synagogues the wearing of a kippah is optional. In the last few
years some women have begun to wear a kippah in liberal synagogues
(traditional women have long worn some form of head covering when
attending the synagogue). The kippah is commonly understood as a re-
minder that there is “someone,” i.e., God, above us.

There are also two ritual objects that are worn during prayer, specifi-
cally during shabarit, the morning service. The tallit is a prayer shawl.
Tt is a rectangular piece of cloth with four corners. At each corner there
are fringes tied in a specific manner. These tzitzit, “fringes,” transform
the garment into a talfit,

The tallit Traditionally, the tallit was made of wool or linen. It was
worn during morning services by men after they were married. Among
liberal communities, the practice is for males to wear a tallit following
their bar mitzvah. Some women also wear a talfit after their bat mitz-
vah. The fallit may be any combination of colors, but until recently it
was most commonly white with black stripes. In modern times blue
stripes have become common. Blue and white, the colors associated
with the State of Tsrael and its flag, actually originated as the “Jewish
colors” because of the fallit. In Numbers we find the source for tzitzit

and zallit;

The Tord spoke to Moses as follows: Speak to the Israelite people
and instruct them to make for themselves fringes on the corners of
their garments throughout the ages; let them attach a copd of blue to
the fringe at each corner. That shall be your fringe; look at it and
recall all the commandments of the Lord and observe them, so that
you do not follow your heart and eyes in your lustful urge. [Num.

15:37-39]
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The rabbinic tradition understood these verses to mean that you
should put fringes, ¢zifzit, on any garment that had four corners. Spe-
cifically, they developed the notion of wearing a four-cornered fringed
garment during prayer (though this idea is not in the biblical text). They
also posited the notion of the tallit katan, the small tallit that is a four-
cornered undershirt with tzitziz, which is still worn by Orthodox Jews,
Originally, one of the fringes at each corner of the fallit was dyed blue,
hence the blue-and-white color. According to the tradition, this blue
dye had to be made from a particular snail found in the Mediterranean.
Sometime after the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 C.E., the
identity of the snail was lost (or perhaps the snail population had been
so diminished by the dye trade that it was impossible to find enough
snails of this type), and so it was decided to forgo the use of blue in the
fringes. (In the eighteenth century, a Hasidic rebbe, Rabbi Gershon
" Henikh of Radzhin, claimed to have discovered the correct way to
make the dye. His followers as well as a few others use blue fringes.)

In the late twentieth century, there began to be a greater diversity of
materials and colors used in the cloth of the sallit. Weavers began pro-
-ducing zallitot (plural of tallif), making these new styles readily avail-
able. Different hues and even rainbow stripes became adopted by
worshipers even in traditional communities, though the more conserva-
- tive styles still predominate. As women began wearing fallitot, some ex-
. perimented with departing from the traditional form of the tallit in
- order to distinguish between a man’s and a woman’s tallit. Yet all these
- variations shared having four corners and having the #zitzit tied in the
- traditional manner.

Symbolism of the tallit
vironment conducive to prayer just by marking the time to worship in

'The tallit helps the worshiper create an en-

-a physical way. At times it conveys a sense of being enveloped in the
urrounding divine, while at other times it simply encloses us, help-
.ing us focus on praying. It is for the latter reason that some people
~cover the top and sides of their head with a large tallit to block out any
“distractions,

- It was traditional to think of the color blue in the alliz as a royal blue
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meant to remind us of God’s kingship. In addition, the numerical value
of the letters (gematria) of the word #zitzit is 600, which combined with
the eight strings and five knots on each fringe adds up to 613, the tradi-
tional number of mitzvot in the Torah. Here, too, the symbolism is
meant as a kind of focus, making us aware of the relationship between
prayer and service to God.

The tallit is also known traditionally by its most important feature as
the arba kanfot, “the four corners.” A Hasid asked the Kotzker Rebbe
what he should do, since he did not have a tallit. The Rebbe answered:
Wrap yourself in the four corners of the world and then begin to pray.

How to put on a tallit Most fallitot have an atarah, literally “a
crown.” This is an extra border of material often decorated with words
or a special design. It also signifies the top of the zalliz. This part of the
tallit should rest on the back of your neck with the design facing out. To
put on a ¢allit, hold it spread out in front of you and say the blessing for
donning a tallit. Then wrap it around your shoulders as though you
were putting on a cape. A scarf-shaped zallit will hang down your front
from your shoulders as it rests on the back of your neck. A larger-size
tallit may require you to take the ends hanging in front and fold them
up so some of the shawl is doubled up on your shoulders and yét it still
hangs down over your front. Some people wrap the tallit around their
heads after saying the blessing and before resting it on their shoulders.

The tallit is only worn during morning services (except on Yom Kip-
pur, when it is worn all day, and Tisha be-Av, when it is worn only in
the afternoon). In many congregations, the person leading the after-
noon service wears a tallit. In some congregations the leader wears it
during the evening service as well,

HOW TO TIE THE KNOTS

A set of tzitzit, or “fringes,” can be purchased at a Jewish book-
store or on the Internet. Hach set should be divided into four
groups composed of one long string and three short strings, Take
one group, line up all the strings at one end, and then fold in half,
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giving you eight strings. Thread the strings through the corner
hole of the zallit. Seven should be approximately the same length,
with one much longer. This eighth string, called the shammash or
“guardian” (like the extra candle on the Hanukkah menorah), is
used to wind around the others. Now, taking four strings in one
hand and four in the other, make a double knot. The knot should
be at the edge of the garment. Then wrap the long string around
the other seven strings seven times. Try to begin and end the wrap-
ping at the same spot so you have exactly seven wrappings. Make
a double knot as before, Wrap the long string eight times around
the others followed by a double knot. Then eleven times, double
knot, thirteen times, and a double knot.

Tefillin

Bind them as a sign on your hand and et them serve as a symbol on
your forehead. [Deut. 6:8; see also Deut. 11:18, Exod. 13:16, 19]

This verse was traditionally understood not as a metaphor, but
rather literally—that words of Torah should be bound upon the hand
and head of the wosshiper. Tefillin (literally, “prayer objects,” but usu-
ally translated by the Greek-derived word phylacteries) are two little
boxes, each containing four selections from the Torah. Tefillin are worn
during morning services every weelkday. The boxes have leather straps,
which are used to attach one of the boxes to the arm and the other to
the head.

The inside of the tefillin consists of four selections from the Torah,
all of which mention zefillin. Two of these are also part of the Shema
prayer. The verses ate Exod, 13:1—10 and ¥3:11-16, and Deut. 6:4—9
and t1:13-21. They are written on parchment by a scribe, like the in-
sert in the mezuzah and like the Torah scroll. In the fefillin of the hand
they are on one parchment. In the tefillin of the head each passage is
written on its own scroll and each scroll is in its own compartment.

Wearing tefillin is an ancient practice whose purpose is not made ex-
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plicit. Certainly it can be a way to focus while praying. Putting the
tefillin on the arm facing the heart and on your head is a way to bring
hand, heart, and mind together. Similarly, it can be understood as a
commitment to worship God with hand (deed), heast {(intention), and
mind {intellect).

Putting on tefillin - Putting on fefillin is a little complicated and is best
done following someone’s example. The basic order is to put on the
tefillin of the hand (tefillin shel yad), then the tefillin of the head (tefillin
shel rosh), and then finish the wrapping of the straps around your fin-
gers, When taking the tefillin off, you reverse the order,

1. Take the tefillin of the hand out of the bag in which it is
stored. To facilitate this, it is customary to always put this tefillin on
the left side of the bag, Unwrap the straps and remove the cover, if it
has one.

2.. Slip the tefillin up your forearm until it rests on top of the muscle.
The tradition is to put the tefillin on your left arm, though someone
- who is a lefty, according to most halakhic authorities, wears tefillin
on the right arm. The side with the straps should be closest to your
body. The knot should be next to the box (bayit) of the tefillin. Then re-
cite the berakbab (blessing). Tighten the strap by pulling on it through
its loop. Wind it once around your upper arm to help keep the tefillin in
place.

3. Wrap the strap clockwise seven times around your arm between
your elbow and wrist. The black side of the strap should be visible.
Then wrap the strap once around your palm, beginning with the out-
side of your hand. Wrap the remainder around the middle of your hand
{palm). Finish by tucking the end under the wound strap {on the inside
palm side of your hand). :

4. Take the tefillin of the head out of the bag and unwind its strap
and remove any cover. Holding the box in your hand, place it on your
head. Tts front edge should rest on your hairline (or where your hairline
once was!), It should also be centered between your eyes. The back
knot should rest on the nape of your neck at the back of your head.
Then recite the blessing. Tighten the zefillin slightly by pulling down on

AVODAH; THE PATH OF PRAYER , 203

the straps on your head. The two loose straps that come from the knot
should cross your shoulders and hang down over your chest to the
waist. Some people tuck them through their belt to make sure that
the black side remains facing out during services.

5. Release the strap on your hand and unwind it, leaving in place the
first coil from your wrist to palm. Wrap it around your middle finger
three times (twice between knuckle and hand, once above the knuckle).
As you do €ach of these wrappings, recite the following verses: “And [
will espouse you forever; I will espouse you with righteousness and jus-
tice, and with goodness and mercy. And I will espouse you with faith-
fulness; then you shall be devoted to the Lord” (Hosea 2:21—2.2). Then
wrap the strap under the ring finger and over the hand, forming a V.
Then wrap a strap between the other two {forming the Hebrew letter
shin) and wrap any extra around this middle coil and finish by tucking
the end under the strap {on the inner palm side).

To take tefillin off, basically do everything in reverse order. Unwind
the straps on your hand and temporarily wrap it all around the middle
of the hand. Then take off the fefillin of the head. Put on its cover and
wrap the strap around the box. There is no prescribed way to do this
wrapping. Put it back on the right side of the bag. Then unwrap the

tefillin of the hand, remove it, cover it, and wrap it up and put it in
the bag,

A few pointers Tefillin are put on after putting on a tallit and taken
off before taking off a zalliz.
Nothing can be between your skin and the tefillin. Therefore, you

need to roll up your sleeve and remove your watch from that hand.

Sephardic Jews have slightly different customs in regard to tefillin;

for instance, they wrap the straps around the arm in a counterclockwise
- INATIEL.

Sometimes people put a cover over the zefillin of the hand during

" services, While the tefillin of the head is supposed to be a “sign” and

therefore visible to everyone, that of the hand can be covered even with

" asleeve. .

Tefillin are not worn on Shabbat or festivals, which are themselves a
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“sign” or reminder of the holy. There is a variety of customs about
wearing tefillin during bol ba-moed, the intermediate days of Sukkot
and Passover. Some do not wear them, some do, and some do but do
not recite the blessings over them, If worn, they are removed after the
amidab of shabarit. On Rosh Hodesh, zefillin are worn as usual but are
removed before musaf.

Tefillin should be checked periodically by a scribe to make sure the
writing hasn’t faded, etc. Some people have them checked twice in
seven years.

Buying tefillin  Tefillin are not inexpensive. Those that seem too
cheap probably have Torah inscriptions that are mechanically repro-
duced instead of being handwritten by a scribe. According to traditional
halakbah, only handwritten texts are “kosher.” Tefillin themselves are
made from the skin of a kosher animal. The boxes should be square
with sharp corners. Deluxe tefillin are typically made out of a single
piece of leather. When buying the tefillin you should have the straps ad-
justed to fit your head and check for any other necessary adjustments.
There are variations in customs that dictate whether the knot at the
back of the head should resemble the Hebrew letter daled or heb.

Symbolism  The manner in which the tefillin are wrapped spells out
one of God’s names: Shaddai. The letter shin is formed on the hand,
The letters daled and yood are formed on the fingers or the daled is the
knot on the nape of the neck and the yood is formed by the knot that is
next to the box on the hand. The shin also appears on the box of the
tefillin of the head. It is unusual, since it has four prongs rather than the
usual three prongs. One interpretation is that is how the letter was writ-
ten on the tablets of the Ten Commandments, which according to one
tradition were incised all the way through the tablet so that they could
be read from either side. Thus the four prongs create a regular shin ina
“negative” image in the three spaces between them.

AVODAH: THE PATH OF PRAYER 20§

A KAVANAH OF FOCUS AND CONNECTION

Before putting on a tallit:

“Wrap yourself in light as a garment, stretch out the heavens
like a curtain” (Psalm rog4:2). I gather myself to pray, drawing to-
gether my scattered attention in order to focus. Ilook for the light
within me and in so doing I find that my individual self is con-
nected to the universe stretched out before me.

While putting on fefillin:

I bring together my heart and my mind in order to help make
the activities of this day ones of holiness. As I wrap the tefillin
seven times on my arm, I pause at the appropriate number corre-
sponding to the day of the week, thus reminding myself of the
uniqueness of this day. Wrapping the refillin on my weak hand
reminds me that it is not strength or power, but rather the align-
ing of heart, mind, and deed that brings together the letters of
God’s name.




