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LECTURE BY RABBI ABBA H. SILVER ------
SUBJECf: ?HE NEED OF PRAER. ----

!1_ ~ _Tm_P_IE_, SUNDAY MORNING, 

NOVEMBER ~. 1922, CLEVELAND, .Q. 



When I spoke of the need of God I e reased my 

belief that man needs God because he needs a sense of at-
. 

homenese in a orld that is, after all, very stran to him; 

that man needs God beoause he needs a sense of permanence 

amidst the flux, the tr.ansitoriness of e istenoe, and t hat 

man needs God because he needs a sense of di nity in a world 

hich oonstantly reminds him of his smallness nd impotence 

and meanness • 

And en I spoke of t he need of ideals I e ess ed 

my belief that man needs ideals because he needs ust h ve 

something to give significance to hie life, and he needs 

ideals because he needs must v 

relish and enthusiasm to the 

of his days. 

methin to give zest 

and the activitie 

d 

Bo this morning I am going to ape of man• s need 

of prayer, and I shall express a belief and conviction that 

man needs prayer beoause he needs strength in the midst of 

hie weakness, and he needs communion in the midst of his 

lonlineas. You kno it is as difficult to argue about 

prayer as it is to argue about God or about the value of 

v 

human ideals. a.n7 arguments ma7 be adt.uced to prove that 

God does not exist, and many arguments may be adduoed to 

prove that ideals and strivings and aspirations have no value 

because they cannot affect and remold the universe; and I 

suppose many arguments may be adduced to prove that pra r 

has no effioa07, and 19t men do pra7 just as n do believe 
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1n God, just as men do crucify thanselves for the sake of 

ideals. 

Prayer is beyond the range of logia; the needs for 

prayer is deeper than the surface of visible things. -I 

believe it was illiama J mes who said the reason hy e do 

pray is simply that we cannot help praying. Prayer is a 

natural human impulse, and we must satisfy that instinct or 

that impulse even as e must satisfy hunger or thirst; it is 

just as real. Am hen men need to pray, en n needs 

must give ay to the pent up hopes and fears and otiona of 

their life, hen men feel the need for union and divine 

oanradeship, they do not at all atop to ask of their ind 

and thair reason whether prayer a any v lue, et er God 

oan ans er prayer, ny effacaoy to pra. r: 

they just instinctively, impu1sively, i mediately pry. 

eaaon might say no; impulse drives th • 

• en e get don to the bed-rook realities of life, 

we are no longer in the realm ot rea on or logic or intellect; 

e are no in the sphere of human sentiments and otions and 

longings and hopes and fears. I have seen en pr on the 

firing line--man hose lips re unaccustomed to the chant 

and the 11 tany of prayer, hose lips mq never have ut tared 

a prayer before; I have -~- them pray in orude, un ormed 

phrases, hen _,rde oazne out of than 11 e broken sobs, like 

the heaving and the pantin of some soul in ony. But I 

kne by they re praying. It asn' t that they ere afr id; 

it as beoause they had eomeho come to a dreadful finality 
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• 

• 

in their livea--eome orieie. They were facing a destiny 

oonoarning hich their mind and their re son nd their iedom 

could give them no insight. no information and no help. ey 

ere inetinoti vely r eaehJ.zag r that spirit 

~ L1Uil~"'4P!l.a • . ~_; they ere instinctively reaching out for a 

strength that as greater than their strength; the ere 

reaching out for an arm that helps. they ere yearning for an 

eye that pities. they ere yearning\for companionship in the 

midst of a vast tribulation. '!hat is hy they prayed. 

Linooln once said, "I have been driven n times 

to my knees in prayer by the over helming conviction that I 

had DClfhere else to go, when my om isdom and tt,1t of all 

oonoerned here seemed ineuffloiant for the day and for the 

t sk.' He as driven 

no here else to go. 

in pra er because ho had 

d I re d u this morning that mourn-

fu.l Psalm 10'1, of t m sailors that go down in ship to the 

sea in the midst of the tempests Blld the storms. and they. 

too, cry unto the Lord in di stress bec use they. too, are 

caught out in sane elemental foroe greater than themselves 

and their sdom and kno ledge and perience and prowness, 

and impu.lei v aly they or y out in prayer. 

prayer 

a e • 

I kno that if men are absolutely convinced that 

s of no avail t ey ould continue to pry just the 

If men kne absolutely th t there as no God they 

ould believe in God just the same; they ould fa hion a God 

beoa e they oannot 11 ve thout God and itho t hope nd 

w.1 thout prayer. an turn to pra19r as 1net1Dot1 valy as 



ahild does hen night comes on am it o a dark; but ihen 

the child is hurt or unhappy itinstinOtively seeks the 

sheltering anns and protecting bosom of ite mother. m so 

e grown-ups, in all our power, in all our pride, in 11 our 

oircumstanoe·, oftElltimea, very often, hen night falls upon 

our •7, am e are hurt and e are miserable nd e re 

unhappy, wh7. e just instinctively turn to the sheltering 

arm of the mercy everlasting. at is by men pray. 

And to my mind men pray for et ano1her reason-­

because they ant someone to canmune 1th. They need com­

munion, they need a friend, a ise and understanding friend 

to hom they can come in the lonliness ot their da s and pour 

out their souls. Don't ou r lize, men and omen, ho very 

often e find ourselves 1n t midst of life dreadfully, 

dreadtullylllone? no v ry often in the midst of f iliar 

f ces e feel ourselves so utterly strangeY 1'lere re so 

ver7 few ho understand us, there are so very fe o can 

understand , there are so very fe ho can ent r the 

sanctuary of our sou.le and seek out t e deepnost depths of 

our life. O~tentimee e smile en our heart ould bre • 
and e laugh hen e ould rather give vent to a sob. an 

oan not un de rs tand us • 

d 1n the great arises of life ho te kno us as 

we are, ho fe lmo our needs am our ~arning. And it is 

thai that we need some wise and mpa sionate friend some 

apiri t, to hom oan oome and just unburden ourselves; not 

to ask for anything, not to ooax favors, not to reoei ve a 
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thing, not to petition, but simply to commune, to est blish 

a oontact. to lay bare our s w.ls. 

I sometimes Ellter some a jll&gogu.e and have seen men 

bend over their prayer books chanting old familiar orde nd 

phrases, the old litanies of the faith, ith an accent th t 

1a sad and s eet and tend.Qt. at is it those men ask for? 

It is not that they ant things in life, subst ce, ealth. 

poei tion. hey may- have all that. Iha t is 1 t the ask 

for? What is it they seek? by, just someone to hom to 

talk, before hom toopen up the secret recesses of their 

souls. 

I think of a Je ish mother ho so eti es, int e 

gathering dusk of a 441'. ould Bit do by her ndo . open 

an old book of psalms, and in the old intonation would recite 

psalm after psalm, ver;y often th rds unintelligible to her 

because they ere in the anaient Hebre ·, and yet somehow she 

ou.ld derive so much of strength and ccmfort and consol tion 

from it. And hat is it she as asking for? ot for 

things at all, not for heal th or eal th. hat is it? 1hy-, 

she needed just someone, sane kindred spirit to hom to come, 

to hom to talk, some c anmunlon. 

And that, to my mind, my friends, is the highest 

t e of prayer. True prayer is not the .. ind of pra er that 

is ung out of our necessity; tm real pr er is not the 

prayer that oanes out of some orying ergaooy of our life, 

hen e need immediate help and suooor. True pra r is just 

a wistful longing of our soul to reaoh out and up am touch 
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the All-Sou1 of the universe; ju.et a desire to invite God in 

to dwell 1n our soul, to bring Hie light am His truth d 

His peace into our life. at' s all. To ma e of our-

selves a passive channel through hich the benign acious­

ness and tenderness of the almightyfriend of men may pour. 

And that kind of prayer is always ans ered. 

There is no q uestian there of the effacaoy of 

prayer; the response is immediate, direct; because 1th that 

kind of prayer there aJ. ays comes an elevation of soul, a 

refinement of spirit, an ennoblement of peace, and a quietude 

that passeth all lmman understanding. • hose pra era at 11 

times are aluays an ared. hen a man says, "I seek the 

nearness of God"--I do not seek: tlia things of God but od 

himself. then God is near unto 11 those who call upon Him. 

who oall upon m in truth. 

It is as if when e play the masterpiece of some 

great musician intelligently. constructively, ere tively-­

that response ould be immediate, the naater ould ape to 

him who pl.aJS his masterpiece immediately, directly. nd so 

en one stretches out tbs antenna of the soul. to reach God 

just in a prayer of invitation, ~-nu!'1ut cat!iou--that pra r 

is al .JS ans ered. 

But prayers, my friends, are ans ered in more 

concrete aye likeWise. I believe 1n the effaoacy of pra r; 

I believe that prayers are ans ered; not always nor in the 

y in whioh we ant the ans ered. Pra er is, of c ou.rse, 

not magio; pra r is not meant to violate the la 
_,_ 

of nature. 



Prayer will not move mountains, but mountains have been 

moved by man. And what has moved mountains? y, the . ill 

ot man--the will Whioh is a law of nature an of its own. 

hat does man do with the laws of nature? thy, he bends them 

to his will. They are there--implaoable. pemianent, un-

ohanging. But is man bent and bro en by them? Does man 

submit to them? Does he becane their slaves? o; he 

uses them; he combines them, he organizes them and transcends 

them. There is a la of gravity that pulls things do n to 

the earth all the time, forever and ever, but llan flies just 

the same. WhJ! 7, he uses the la of gravity to serve 

his ends nd then laughs in the faoe of the la of . avity. 

Hie 111 can out thro h a channel from one ocean 

to another and move mountains--not y violating the la of 

nature but by using the la\TS ot e. he ill, human 

pereonali ty, is in.finitely. stronger than any la ti.t exists 

1n the physioal orld. an aan aooomplish more through the 

po er of hie ill than he can by magic; and there are no 

limitations to the thing ich the human 11, concentrated, 

focused upon one definite task, oan achieve, and the hole 

star7 of civilization i nothing else than the story of the 

human will organized, focused, intensified to accomplish one 

end until that end is aooompliehed. And in the re lm of the 

11--and that is the point I iah to ma e t hi a morning-­

ooncerning hioh e h ve been just beginning to le rn a few 

things. e are just beginning to plumb the depths of the 

oonaoious nd the eub-eonaoioua life of men. e re just 

_,,_ 
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beginning to oh.art the seas, as it ere; a new orld ia 

opening out for ua.--in the realm of the will prayer, hich 

is after all a passionate oonoentration, plays a tr endous 

role. 

1he rabbis said that prayer , i thout oonoentration, 

prayer vd thout intent a.nd intensity was meaningless. Ani 

they understood, because they ere \'Tise; tb3y knein tl t the 

value of prayers consists in a passionate,determined con­

cen tra ti on of our llpo er upon a thing. upon a reality. 

And that kind of pra r c move mountains. It is a oormnon-

place that prayer heals. From earliest times men kne" tnat 

prayer oan heal. Science is jus beginning to place its 

seal of scientific approval, am psYQhology is beginning to 

find the psyohio basis for th he ling; but that prayer c 

heal, hy that is the commone t xperienoe, tl e commonest 

phenomenon in human life. 

And ho does pra er heal? y, simply t ough the 

po er of ill, organized, ooncentr ted, focused upon cert 

definite thing. oat of our ailments and most of our 

maladies are not physical and psychical; they re derived 

from a certain distortion of our snarled complexus, certain 

tension, a certain th arting, a certain disorganization in 

our peyohio life; and hen human ill and faith--because it 

feels itself in ocntact i th the personal. infinite will and 

purposes of the universe--whan human will, strengthened by 

faith, oonoentrated by pra r. foouses itself upon the one 

ailment or the one ma.lady or the one thing, h7, there may be 
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a release of t neion, there may be a rearr ngernent and a 

restoration ot harmony, there may be an opening of d ms t t 

let loose hmnan energy that heals, cures and m Les hole 

again. t at io prayer. And the old mother or nd other 

or ancestors of my people and yours instinctively kne t h t, 

because they kne tlllt no rock or substance is a real as 

111--personaJ.ity. They onlled it ,he soul. It is 11 one. 

I beli evo it as ranoie homp aon who said th t 

prayer as the very sword of saints. That is ho~ saints 

conquered the w:>rld ultimatel;y--throu~h prayer, hich is 

nothing but the instinctive expression of a great faith in 

a God of goodness and harmony and justice, ho as bound 

ultimately to be victorious. Aild hen the R bbis said 

"Even an iron all cannot step b en the pr rs of I rael 

and their ather •ho le in Heave," they 1ere iving vent to 

one of the greatest facts of human life and an ancient 

iadom of the raoe. 

y friends, one should not p111,y hen ono is sick 

only, one should not pray en one is in need only. That 

kind o£ prayer 1 r ther un orthy of our high estate. One 

should pray- at all time for a restor tion of the harmony ot 

our being; one ahould try at all tim in the midst of the 

rush and the bustle of our daily concerns to pause a moment, 

free himself from the conoerna and the amc1et1es of life. am 

turn hie soul from the temporal. to the eternal, from the 

transl tor7 to the perm nent. f'rom men to God. 

l]hat moment of meditation, that moment cd reflection. 



th t moment of communion. brings with it the music of the 

spheres. and a peace and a healing ba1m which nothing else 

in life will ive you. And prayer in oongrogatit,ns is a 

marvelous thing. nGod stands in the presence of a Godly 

congregation." When we pray alone w are someti es tempted 

to be selfish, to forget our common humanity; hen wo pray in 

orshipful throngs wo are conscious of a conmruni ty of 

interest, le aro memborn of one family. and sook the God 

of us all. There is an exhilaration that oomes out of the 

mu.ltitude and the host, and that is the value of public 

prayer. Ilo thing stirs me as muoh as to see the great 

throngs, the thousands of people, riso in one moment of 

devotion and self-consecration. to g~ve vent to a great faith 

and a great oonviotion. nHe r, O Israel, the Lord our God, 

the Lord is one!'' That ~ir ·t d that exaltation cannot 

come but through a -. orshipful host in reverent praying. 

I th ink one of the great sad things about our life, 

men and women, is tblt we have driven prayer out ot it; we no 

longer pray. ven in our temples e come for sermons nd 

leotuxes but seldom for the purpose or praying; and yet a 

semon and a lecture is but of momentary value; but prayer 

fashions your soul in your life, if you joot lme ho to use 

this dl7llamio of God. One of the sad thing i tl1\t e have 

driven prayer from the hearts and the livoo of our children--

from our homes. Is 1 t becuuse ~ e are so rational and so 

logical and so wise? Oh, no~ The greatest dsdoa is now 

turning men to pra19r. 1'Jle more e plumb the depths of the 
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human souls and the r ora know of tlo roat lawa of the 

universe, the mor ... ealize ho mu h ;ve need p ,rer. 

is perhaps beoause e re still under the rationalistic 

incantations ot a hundred years ago. 

It 

You t reli ion to be a elpful influ nee in your 

life, men and omon. and it must be t~at or it is noting. 

e say th t ~e h va no creeds and we have no dogmas. True 

enough that e hn e none, and e have mi hty fe1 ceremonies 

and customo and pr otice~. w does ou.r reli ion touch our 

lives? Ho does it mold the lives o our children? How 

can it be helpful at ~11? Thr ugh only one ..,e.y: to pra , 

through pro. er; to turn our hearts to our He v nl ther 

and say, n ather in eaven. ar i: y chil en. Behold 

our eaknesaea, our tribulat· n unhappiness. '7e 

DDecl hee, friend, e need e • e neod e, ather. 

Let Thy lif n y trut and Thy ])8 ao come to d ell in 

our hearts and in our homes." 

"Return unto m , for I s 11 yet deliver thee." 

--o---
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