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RABBI, TIACB Ml TO PRAY 

R• oan aoclern 111D again beoe1111 familiar 
with the art ot worship? 

Sunday, Deoeaber 1, 19S7 

THI TEMPI& 

Rabbi Den:lel Jereary Silver 

#16 

I haft attan been aaked vhat are the diacipljne• by which a believing Jew 

1a bauad. What are tho•• areu ot aotivit7 which a believing Jew muat abide. 

My ..... r -1• ...-ally fOZ11ttd in the worcla ot a proverb written wll over twnt7-

t,wo bin¥1red year• ago by a teacher-priest ot our people vh011 we know only' as 
.. 

ll~MA. the .rut. Bi• varda an rec~~ 1n our Miabna and the:, reads 

l 

·tlfba -~ Ut• dependa upon tb91e tyP,s of activit7 - upan Torah, vhich 

i . # i• ieam,ng, upan !Toda, whiah_ la worship, and upon Oemlute Chased'.•, 

• wld.oh :la proper conchlot, the ~ight ·•ay ot CCIII.porting ou.rael wa •• :. •. • • 
. . ~. . 

, . ' . . 
'fhe,·.i.. ;of• ferab, ay friends, has induoed our people vbeNTer they llTed to build 

• ' ' 
f 

4 ... ~ 

••ool• and olasaroaaa 1D additian to their aynagogue■• Jwlaia ia • a religion which . . .. 
holal ,-.. reuon to be ■ao:recl. JUdaila- is a religion vhich ~•fera a •ture tai th ·~ • ' . . ~ ' ' ~-~. . . , 

• towad, ~ ~~~•tion to an b■1t.;_ 'ta.th based on adolescent · •nthu■ia~~· The way 

ot l'c.-ati· ia' the· inaeating of the ao0111Ulated viada ot the ag8a and the struggle to 

ap~ the• te~ing•, tbAae inai&b~, ~hi• understanding to the ■81\Y pr'~l91U 
I • • • 

llbioh tinvb oar lite. It ia interesting to note that the rellgiou• ieaar■ ot 

\he . 9epbardia Jewish world • ~e Spead.ah 'Jniah varld • are called Chaohem11, MD 

ot villdca, MD of under•tanding. -aabbi• ••• aillply •teacher", and ·ttieN 

Chaohli ,, and the rabbi• ot oar peaple hDe been in a centuzi!iong. var ~ 
' . 

1S10¥ ... ot all kinda and of all '7pe■, beoau• ignorance breed• tear, and tear 

bni ... .t~, it diatort• lite. And oar nligS.ou leaden knew fQll wll that 
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intolerance, tanatioi• and bigotry are the daughters ot a religion which is 

j]ljterate and acre enthuaiutic and excited than enlightened and mature. The 

lon ot ATOdah, ot worship, led our people to build houses ot worship, synagogues 

and teaple1 in whatever cities and whatever provinces and whatever lands the tatea 

l,ra11ght thlll. Warehip ia part ot the discipline of Jewish lif'e. We have a magni

ficent religiCN8 calendar and a tine, insightful, inspiratianal prayer book. 

Ju.did.a 1■ 1111ch more than a rflading course in ethical theory. It is a way ot lite. 

It involft■ oertain type ot ritual and religiau.a acts ot warship am ot prayer. 

Without tbeN torma ot worship religion - Judaism - cannot be understood. • Avodah 

•an• literally "sacrifice•. D refers to the sacrifices which were brought in 

the ancient tellll)le in Jeru1ale■, sacrifices which symbolize the love of our fore

father• tor their God, their loyalty to their faith, their gratitude for God's 

boanty,· their hope for God's sustaining support. We have changed sacrifice and 

ottering into prayer and worship. The symbolic act has become for us the spoken 
I .t- I • t I ward, and yet the spirit of Avodah remains the same. It is the means through which 

' 

; ·• ~re•a our love of God;· our loyalty to Him, and by means of which God encourage• 

, ·US to -continue. the stru.1&11 tor the ever fuller and better lite. Gemilute ChaFad:im, 

proper conduct, led our people to establish in all cities of their dwelling a net

work ot social service 4lld raociac. welfare agencies prepared to cope with every need 

that can ariN in ci'tlllsetJ eorrJIIIUlity living. Burial of the dead, care for the 

altk,· aohalarahip tor the 1-ddigent student, counseling, advice of all types - these 

and 11&117 othlr social service activ.l.tiea - were ottered and are offered in the 

Jewish ocmmuait,". ~t Oemilate Chuadim begins more ir• with the individual than 

with the OCIIIIIUDity. It raters to that degree ot personal probity, ot honesty, of 

oharacter which each and every one of us must show. Judai• haa an abhorrence ot 
. . 

hypocrisy. We IIWlt prOft our affirmations by Oil!' action■• Our public professions, 

our piety, IIWlt be surpaaaed b7 our activitie1 tor the c0111111on good, by the standard• 

and the value a which ve accept and by which va abide. And there is one other level 
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to Oemilute Chasad:Sm. It involves our enrolling ourselves in the on-going crusade 

ot mankind to abolish, to destroy all tyranny and all oppression and to create a 

just and peaceful society in which every man can tultill hillselt. These are the 

three basic lite disciplines on which Judaism is based. 

It is interesting to see whether or not present day Jen, the Jwey ot America, 

especially, is abiding by these disciplines. Are they simply ancient traditions, or 

have we continued to tnake them a vital part ot our everyday lite? We have been most 

successful in the area of activity of Oemilute '
1

0haaadim.' We have built in air 

religious connunities an integrated network of social welfare agencies staffed by 

campetent trained specialists and prepared to deal with every emergency ot our 

daily and of our commWlal lives. We have maintained as a Jewish connunity a ld«h 

~vel ot generms charity, both far our own agencies and for all those educational 

and cultural and charitable activities which our general cOJJDIUllity and our national 

cannnmity maintain. We have succored our brothers in taith throllghout the world, 

-
wherever they were in need, and we have made it possible tor them to be rehabili-

tated in lands ot f'reedan, especially in the land ot Israel. Many of our individual 

Jewa have taken leading roles in pioneering areas of social service and many of 

them are at the forefront of the tight for the further development of civil liberties 

and for the protection of our rig apd privileges. We can be extremely proud, as 

.revs,· of the record which our people. has sustained throughout the years in the dis

cipline or Gemilute Chasad1m. 

What ot the area of Torah - of. leaming? In certain aspects here, too, we 

have been successful. More than arrJ other religious group in America we have made 

our young people enthusiastic and eager to drink deeply at the fountain ot leaming. 

We number lass than three percent of the total population of America, and yet our 

7oung people number more than twenty percent o.f' the college populatim. Individuals 

have taken leading roles in all areas of research, scientific and eduutional. They 

have taken roles or prime importance in the arts and in all areas ot culture. But 



' ' -4-

where we are secularly in the forefront, secularly literate, I am afraid that all 

too often we are spiritually illiterate. All too often our religious education 

was limited to a few years at the religious Sunday School, then perhaps to a yearly 

High-Holiday sermon or lecture. All too often the interest which we shoved in 

·secular learning vas not transposed to the learning and wisdom of our tradition 

and of the synagogue. And yet fortunately, as we look about us here in America, 

ve can see that our people are beginning to rectify this lack. Throughout our 

country the synagogues and temples are beginning to sponsor adult -8dtlcaUon courses 

of all types - Hebrew, history, theology and philosophy and current p?-~~)lans. 

These courses are apparently being well received, for they are proliferating them

sleves, and if' you read the bulletins of the various congregations you can see how 

this torm of intellectual exercise is again beginning to appeal to the .American 

Jev.i.sh adult. It is now possible for a young person to continue his growth in 

faith in high school - such high schools as we at 'Kll:L Temple pioneered years ago 

- in Hillel classes ani • on t .heir college campuses, and finally in the 

forums, study groups, discussion sessions which the individual ·temples are creating 

and spons_oring thro1ghout ou~ land. There is hope that the level ot learning which 

the average adult Jew muat and should develoP is being increasingly developed by an 

increasingly large and broad number of our people. 

We turn now to the discipline of ATodah1 of worship. Can we be as proud of 

our accomplishments in this field as -we are in the field of conduct? Can we be 

·as hopeful of the future as we are in the field or learning? Unfort1.U1ately not. 

American Jewry is not known by the faithfulness of its attendance at services. 

Regular temple attendance is not the norm in average Jewish life. I read recently 

of a poll which was taken among adult Jews in the mid-vest. It was shown that 

less than one-halt oa ·one percent followed a regimen or prayer, either public or 

private.; . It is strange that in this era or the retum to religion we seem to be 



returning to the hundred and one other activities 0£ the synagogue rather than to 

its central activity-, to prayer, to worship, and to communion with God. Oh, occa

sionally congregations succeed in stimulating temple attendance by a series or 

forums, discussion groups and public speakers held after the service is completed, 

or by sponsoring social hours after the service, but these hours, these speakers 

are extraneous to the tact of worship, to the discipline of prayer, and I am afraid 

that all too of'ten the attender endures the service £ or the sake ot the social hour 

or ot the discussion which will succeed it. It is one of the supreme tragedies ot 

Jewish lite in J.merica that many a synagogue and temple has had to reaor·~ to the 

•gimmicks" ot Madison Avenue in order t~ sustain even a minimal level of temple 

attendance. To know Jewish history is to find this situation both passing strange 

and passing sad. To read Jewish history is to £eel that the art of prayer is 

almost instinctive with our people. We were after all the people who created the 

moat beautiful and meaningful inspiration of pr~r books ever written - the Boole 

ot Paalma, those series of hsunns and prayers which are basic to the service ot 

both the church and ot the synagogue. We are the people who pioneered the form 

ot worship vbioh is observed by almost all denaninationa throughout the western 

world • the ••m prayer, the silent meditation, the reading frCl1\ Scripture and 

the leoture. Tb:!.r. is a Jewiah innovation. It has been part of Jewish lite 

through the long centuries. We are the people who freed the worshipper ot the 
, , • I j,.' 

•' 

shackle• ot a priesthood and taught man to speak directly to God rather ,than 
(· 

,. 

through the intermediacy of a priest. We are a people who in each century have 

OOlllJ)ONd ~• and music, poems and pr.era ot great insight and great beauty, 

great poetr,. Todq - todq this people find• the language ot prayer to be strange 

' an ita lip• and teels that the d:l.aoipline ot prayer is an alien one to i~ nature. 

Raw at.range - how sad. Judaia can not long exist it the diaoipline ot prayer is 

lost forever •mg its people. Judai• without vorahip is a body without a soul -

tleah withCllllt the heart. It can not exi■t - it really has no reason tCII.' existing. 

11? 
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Why has this taken place? Why is it that our people, so enthusiastic about 

prayer, so literate in prayer, so familiar with prnyer, why is it that this people 

now findlprayer to be strange? I think that. the answer lies in the general situa

tion ot our civilizatian. I think that as you look around at the various non

authoritative religions among whan we live you will find that they, too, are sut

tering a dumbness in prayer. I think that this has come about because in the last 

century or so the western man has become supremely salt-assured. His insights 

into the scientific world, his improved technology, his solution to problems of 

physics and ot the social sciences which seamed up to our day al.most insoluble led 

him to feel that there was no world Id.at he could not conquer, no problem he cmld 

not solve, no inconsistanoy in life which he could not control. We did not pray to 

God because we had no need of God• s help and of God' 1 support. We came to feel 

that w ware supermen, that we could control our destinies, and ve forgot the 

incongruities ot lite, the unexpected in life vhich controls us, wich illpinges 

upon WI and to which w are subject ·and servants. We walked all too proudly into 
. . 

our churches and into our temples, and the proud man, the self-assured man cannot 

pray. ~• doe■ not teel the need of prayer. Be does not teal the need of God. His 

pray-_.,. when he praya, ia an intelleotual exercise rather than the words of the 

heart. apaken in conammion with his God. Prayer is born of hUJllan need. I remember 

reading a biography' ot Abrahan Lincoln in which he spoke these word.as "I 'have often 

been dtlven to my knees because I beoaae conscious that I had no place else to go. 

My mind and all about• seemed insufficient for the problems which faced me.• 

Prayer· iii born ot human need. Primitive man, the simple man, prqs beoauae he 

tears. The man ot understanding, the intelligent man, prays because he recognise• 
I 

t _bat behind life's pleasantness and ita beauty there is its brerlty, the inevitability 

ot death, the unavoidabilit7 of disease and ot senility and ot old age - the tact 

that where there ie health there mu.at come disease, that where there is confident 

wllbeing acciden1B and cataatrophea can still overwhelm ue and destroy us. Man 
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prays because he recognizes in the universe a power far beyond himself, a power 

to which he ia wholly subservient. Be is not master of his fate, but servant and 

subject to his God. 

law prayer is of course more than petition. I remember an observation by the 

noted American philosopher Williaa Jamee vhich is quite true. Be said that all too 

many men pray to lod as it they were calling a coaic bell-hop, that whenever they 

picked up the telephone and dialed tor rom-aervice He must punctually appear with 

their order at the door. We are all guilty at times ot such prayer. We all know 

that much ot what we pray may not be tor our good - that God scaetimes blesees us 

by deeying our appeals. We all know that God is tully aware of our needs before 

we utter thea, and yet I believe that in the relieving of tension which comes 

through the verbalization and articulation in prayer ve sometimes find hidden 

resources, hidden personal. strengths which enable us to solve the probleu which 

confront us. And in this articulation in prayer we s0111etimes c·ome to see our 

problems in a new perspective which permits it ot solution. I have prayed to God, 

and I have prBifed to God in need. I did not prq for a miracle. I prBsYed, however, 

for His sustaining arm, tor the suppcrt and tor the encouragement which Be might 

gin me in lite, and I have always telt rewarded in this· prayer. I have always 

felt inspired by it. Jewish pra:,ar is much more than petition, but it we deny the 

petitional aspects of prayer ·simply because of its humble origin, because it is 

mis-used and abused, ve deny prayer that birth in a universal human instinct which 

makes it such a universal human phencnenan. Prayer among our people is laudatory-. 

It seeks to inspire us with a knowledge or the grandeur of God and hence of our 

obligations to Him. to serve Him and to be faithful to Him. It aeeka to educate us 

in the way in which we should go and the faith which ve should believe. It aeeka 

to inspire us and to challenge ua to be up and to be doing in the service of the 

Lord. And it is also petitional in that through prqer we seek to understand, if 

you vill, more canpleteq our problems and to find that strength of purpose, that 

\ 



understanding beyond our understanding which will enable us to cope, to deal 

successfully vi.th our tensions and with our insecurities. 

I have found the last few years an increasing desire on the part ot many to 

discuss the subject of prayer. I find this to be a0111twhat strange. I think it has 

come about because the events of the last two decades have made us aware that our 

salt-assurance, the feeling that ve are masters or our destiny was merely an un

auccesstu.l human posing. We have undergcne now two horribly devastating warld vars. 

We have seen unbelievable acts or human cruelty perpep-ated by so-called civilized 

nations. We have found ourselves prisoners of political· manauverings beyond our 

control and ot econanic cycles in which we had no say-. We have found our lives to 

be too shallow to give us tull happiness. We are now a sober generation, confident 

perhaps, but not as supremely confident as we once were, and thia sobering has led 

us to desire again to find the encouragement, the enlightenment, the comfort, the 

consolation which is available in prayer. More than one person has cme to • in 

much these words, "Rabbi, I would like to learn to pray. In ~ you.th I was never 

encouraged to pray to God. My parents did not often bring me to Temple, they did 

not go often themaelvea. Yet I &Olll8time teel a lack, a need within 1117selt. I 

would like to be able to pray. I have cane once or twice to the synagogue, but 

when I have come there I felt strange, I felt out or place. I was so busy trying 

to keep u, vi.th the service and to do what others wre doing that I had no chance 

tor renection and for contemplation." Whan I was originally asked these queationa 

I ~ried to answer them by explaining the structure of our prayer service, the 
I 

meaning or its -various parts, the history of our prayer book. I found that these 

people vere interested in all that I had to teach, and yet, when all was aaid and 

done, I had not answered really the problem which the7 vere bringing. They wnt 

back to aervioea, and they came away with the same feeling of alimatian which 

they had had before. They tended to blalle now, not their own laok ot lmowledge, 
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but the service itself. They cane to me and said, "Rabbi, the service is cold. It 

is repetitious. It is uninspiring. I feel 111 at ease at the service.• I tried 

honestly to see if their criticiSJllS were valid, and in all honesty I must say that 

I cannot find Talidity in them. True, our services are not perfect - nothing is. 

But when you consider the history of prayer among our people, you muat realize that 

the prayer book now in YCJ!lr hands is equal in beauty and in inspiration to any which 

our people have ever adopted, that the music which you hear at our service is tech

nically more perfect, more varied, than any that our people has heard throughout its 

history-, that the architecture and the beauty of the sanctuary in which you worship 

has seldom been surpassed in all of our history. Our ancestors prayed all too often 

in dingy, unattractive roans, following a long, almost endless service which they 

did not tully understand and led by a cantor whose voice was not always of the finest 

caliber and timbre. And yet they prayed, they prayed honestq, they prayed lovingly. 

They found sustenance and encouragement in prayer. Ho, the dil:ticulty which liea 

before us will be solved not by a re-formulation ot the prayer service 1-t ■a~r., but by 

a refarmatim of the attitudes with which we come to pr.-er. I think what ve need 

in crder to learn to pray is above all a consciousness of Him to whom we pray. The 

postures of prayer are veneration, -, revermoe and adcration. I remember in the 

synagogue where I had the privilege ot canducting sernces as a Chaplain, over the 

Ark there were written the words .tran our Bibles 

"Know be.tore Whom you now stand." This is the need to learn today to pr8jy. The 

problem of pr•er is the problem ot God. We c e tar prayer, yet we are \1Dcertain 

of Him to whan we pray. God is a poetic vagary-. Be ia a philoaophic principle. Be 

ia the possible creative force in our world. For ve are not conoiau.a o~ the reality 

ot God, of his presence and vital pNNnce in our daiq lives. You cannot pray when 

you think that the other end of tb11 CC111111Dicati between ymrallves and God may 



• ,,,. -10-

have no one there. You must pray in the realization :bl of Ood1 s power, of His 

personality, of his concern far your ovn thoughts and your own needs and your own 

deeds. To leam to pray ve must learn again to see God, to be conscious of His 

presence, to be aware of his concern and ot his personality. If you ask me then, 

•Rabbi, teach me to pray", I must answer you by indirection, by trying to open 

your eyes to the presence and power of God about you and in you throughout our 

voeld. To answer this need we will not have far to go. God is near to us. Be is 

in this hall, in the hearts, in the conscience, of all who came here this morning 

to worship - who brought here willingly their hearts and their minds hoping far 

inspiration, revealing their divine urges to become better people, to lead better 

lives, fuller and more s•tistying lives. He is in this hall, whose beauty refiects 

all the beauty of the world about us, the beauty that is natural and the beauty 
which 

that i~ created by man, the beaut7 a,.■, ia a refiex, it you will, ot Ood1s creative 

torethought. He is in the music which you heard here this moming, whose orderly 

majesty reneots the orderliness and the P.UrPoaetu.lnesa, the music of the, ·apheres, 

the music ot the moat gigantic parts of nature and of its most minute parts, all 

inter-meshed, all moving together because God willed it so. It lies ~ God lies -
..... 

in the wards of our prqer book, whaae ·,inspiration reveals the ooaapilation through 
' ' . . 

the centuries by men ot good will, of' 1midaratanding and :l,w1ght into their lives 

and the needs ot all men. That progr&a~, that urge, which thq did not alvay1 

under~and, to achieve the better lite no1;, only for themaelwa but for all -.men. 
' 

f ., • • • - • 1 . . . ~ ~- . 

It lies • Qod lies - in our hearts, the heart that prompts us to do good, to be 
-. ' . . 

honest, upright, to dedicate ourselves to ·ends beyond our personal needs, to live 

lives ot service, creative lives, lives which will bring low and benefit and beauty 
. 

not -·.cnly to ourselves but to our families and friends and canmmdty. The problem ot 

prqer is the problem ot God. The solution to the problem ot prayer will be found 

.-.11 each ot us is tul1y conaoioua ot the presence of God in our lives. For then 
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the words, spoken and unspoken., will come easily. They will be again natural to 

us. Then prayer will present no difficulties, no alienation, no strangeness. It 

vill be near and preciOll& to us. May we see God and find Him in our lives, that 

ve may f'ind and enj07 equally the encouragement, the enlightenment, the inspiration 

or prayer. 

Amen 

I 
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