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WHAT MEAN THEE PRAYERS? 

The Temple 

Sunday, January 17 , 1965 

Rabbi Daniel Jererey- Silver 

1ey- self- assigned topic this morning is the theme "What an These Prayers?" 

I propose to approach it the long way round . I only hope this way will prove 

i nteresti ng to you and I can assure you we will come round. 

M:lny whom I cherish dearly, cherish dearly a familiar misconception: 

"Rabbi," they say to me, "You know I don ' t come around, but I obey t e Ten 

Commandments. I try to help out in the com~unity, I 've never denied what I 

am. That's hat it ' s all abo t, isn't it?" That is part of it, but not all 

by half. A good Jew is something more than a garden-variety gentleman. A 

good man exhibits character and 0 00d manners . goo Jew exhibits character 

and manners and an understanding of and co ·ttment t o his fait. To e sure, 

a oo Je is a member of the house of · nkind, ~ t he is also a ember of 

the househol d of Israel. He exhibits a sturdy morality, but e must al o ex

hibit a s t urd spiritualit . 

J aism is somet in far more profoun than an ethical theory. ¥hen 

the pr ophets ta l ked of freedom and ri hteousness an j stice the id not do 

so s i l y because justice or righteousness or freedom as reasonable . Rather, 

'an t he wrd spoke unto ses sayin , " - - . en a man says to me, "Rabbi, 

I obey the Ten Co andments' he implies somethin on this order: I obey the 

I am loving an tender to fa ·1.y, loyal. I am concerne for th 

of rey friend and nei hborhood. I lo for bett r orld and I 

hope f or p ce. o, these are sound virt e 11. er that they r or 

in ev · nee. I mean no disp ragement, therefore, he Isa that such man 
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has not yet understood the Ten Commandments . The Ten Commandments begin: 

"I am the Lord, thy God, who brought thee out of the land of Egypt , out of 

the house of bondage. Thou shalt have no other God; before 1E . 11 The 

Commandments begin with affirmation . Our rule is written in the language 

of faith . To say in the same breat, 11 I do not come around" and "I obey 

the Ten Comr .. andments ," is to be guilty of contradiction. 

Je ish life ex ibits and teaches certain moralities . Our American 

way of life exhibits ad teaches certain moralities . Often thee moralities 

converge . Judaism and our com on culture a ree that honesty is a virtue; 

that free o is an ' r ency; that uman decency is a priority. But, as 

often, in little things and in 1 re, A erican attitudes diver e from t ose 

·hie our adition teaches . 

Juda ism te ches reserve: 11A fool says wha he kno ' • the sa e kno 1s 

hat e says nd the wise to en eighs his or or it is a duty to s eak 

only en speech is heard ." In o erican socie y it ·s a virtue t e gay, 

to be soci ble, to be arrulous - t e life of the party. In America e prize 

he elderl ofte res as a olescents. Judaism venerates and re-

sects a e. Int e Book of Levi icus e read: "Honor the hoar head and ri 

b for i . In e Boo of overs e rea: The hitened hair is a crown 

o lory. ' Believe e. no atriarch as ver sassed by his a olescent son 

0 tri C ,ore any t er o ir . 

0 r ic a b in ith an ffirmation of rivate o ership . Judaism 

. th l. on that e re ste ar s of all e po ss. 'All that 

V b lent 0 God i not uild ocket . skin. The el-n o 

r -or n oc n ol nd fa ·1 r of life the J ut a 

0 u C 0 n o n on. There is no parallel in Je i h tho ht 
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t o the theme of rugged i ndividualism. Jews are not t aught to be alone and 

to keep the i r own counsel, but to take common council - "Separate not thy

self from the community ." 11 The evil son is the son who withdraws himself 

from the family ." In Juda ism we become ourselves in and through the group 

and not by standin° aside and withholding our citizenship. What I m saying 

is simply this: the man who says to me in one breath "I do not come around 

but I obey the Ten Co m.i11andments 11 i s saying in effect, "I do not come around 

but I obey the or inar y virt ues of our American way of life." I respect him 

for it, but he do es not obey t he First ommandment, or, indeed, all ten. 

or, if the Ten Com~andments are what I believe t hem to be, the quintessence 

of the biblical effort nd a symbol of the range and the reach of our Je ish 

tradition· he fails even to begi n to understand them. 

Taken at face value the Co ndments are little ore than the most 

rudim ntary of soci al convent ions. "Thou Shalt ot ~ urder 1 - "Thou Shalt 

0 t Steal' - "Thou Shalt ot Bear F lse itness" - "Thou Shalt ot Commit 

dultery" are the ordi nar y irrevocable requirements of any social grou_. 

es di not ori • nate them or create t hem. niat is unique in the Ten Co -

n ents is the faith therein implici - our faith in the on God, the 

e or o, th od of freedo t he Go ho or ered the Sabbath as a day of 

re t - the f i hand i t s ethical i mplications. en we say as we often do -

Ju i m rest in th Ten Co ndments ," e mean something more than that we 

ob 1 or di ntar y conv nti ons. e think of the Ten Commandments as 

11 that our proph ts taught, all that our la -givers sta lished, 

1 sdom of our te chers. The man who does not come around, ho 

o not 11 n to xplanation and ho never open the Bible or reads a text, 

ch n only t he surface and not the deep. Be cannot lead his life 
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by the Ten Corrunandments because he is not aware of the thrust of our Jewish 

tradition . It is foreign to him. Judaism demands a sacrificial service 

beyond ordinary citizenship. Judaism denands a tenderne sand sensitivity 

in human relations beyond providing for and being loyal to. Judaism de-

mands a patience under trial which refuses to be embittered or to burden 

others with our defeat or fear . Judaism demsnds a respect for the mind as 

an instrwnent of truth-seeking rather than of the ind as a useful pro

fessiona~ tool. ot all Jews, of cour e, obey these and other of our virtues. 

If they did, I would be out of a job. But these are required of anyone who 

uld say, 'Rabbi, I obey the Ten Co andments." 

You and I are Je 1/S . Historically, e are an unusual kind of Jew. Here

tofore Jes a oke in Jewishness. The daily idiom was the lan ua e of the past. 

Home practice as the practice of the faith . Schoolin was parochial. The 

!·drash prov·ded fairy stories and childhood heroes. The orld centered in 

and a out the syna ogue . Jews lived in a orld impre n ted with the tradition 

and th eachi . But, you and I are outsiders to sue a pervasive religious 

culture. Day in and day o t e do our business in an open society. Da in 

nd day out t e le r i then sand the responsi ilities hich are our 1s 

r cular - o 

v·ng tr dition? 

er than - someti s alien to. Ho can e tie in again to the 

Ho can e come to understand the Ten Co ndments? orship 

c n bri o . In or 1.p 

t truth. 

e rehearse the reat affirmations. In worship 

r r 

11 

t 0 

0 

0 

i 

e r 

11 t 

It i 

orship helps us to sense a ain all the commands, 

b aut7, the duty of our Jewish ay of life. It is 

o o ith. It 1 here that we dra close to God and 

r that th ast through its beauty. through its 

t o h t usic hro hits doctrine, thro hits heroism, beco ea 

1 o o1 co d r e tha the Jewi h t c wa a divine rev aled command. 
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To go out and do was God's ill. e believe more in inspiration than in 

revelation . e picture Amos tense and concentrating, reaching out into life 

and down into his soul, and somehow finding there truth and understanding. 

It matters not to me which piety we assume. What is crucial is that there 

is a val able tradition and that we gain a sense of being within it and be

longing to it through worship . In worship we renew the Jewish focus. Often 

this way is strange to us, but it is the way of our Torah - a good way. 

What is it the Bible teaches? "Stand ye in the way and see which is 

the ood way. It is the old way. And walk therein, for therein shalt thou 

find peace of mind ." Why must orship be a consecrated hour? must it 

be an hour of devotion? ca it not e simply an hour of ethical reading? 

ecause o corm and begins in faith . Ju a ism is not an ethical theory. "Holy 

shalt thou be far I the Lord, thy od am holy." Judaism is a reli ion. Jews 

do not beLieve in freedom because fr-edo is sociolo ically a healthy state for 

man, but beca se Go co ande ( . ) "Proclai. m ye 

t e freedo unto the lan ., Jes o not believe in family lo alty because 

fa ·1ies are sociall and sychologically wholesome but because God ordered 

1 onor thy ather and thy ther." ·tz ah, t e divine com and, is the drive 

in Je i h if . To this to a modern congregation is to call forth a rather 

puzzl d nd ne ative reaction. e are children of the Enlightenment. e prize 

simply r son. er b 1 a ainst uthori y. e do not like to obey somethi 

r told o do so. e nt toque tion everything. e ant every-

th id 0 t . Thi i ood. a on has iven us our cience. Reason has given 

our t C olo 0 1 h tandard of li vin , our richness and our prosperity. 

on VD u 0 chnology, o high standard of livin, our richne and 

0 ro r a on s helped s out ow certain archaic practices our fathers 
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claimed as divinel y sanctioned. But can we be confident of reason as an all 

knowing guide and mentor in the realm of right and wrong or in the area of 

philosophy? In the name of reason, half of the world has justified an ethic 

of class war. In the name of reason, a fourth of our world justifies an ethic 

of racial apartheid and another quarter an ethic of race hate. In the name 

of reason , many wit hin our own nation justified the ethic of predatory jungle 

animals and an economic f ree-for-all. Reason, I m afraid, often leads to 

~rand wrong and unreasonable confusion. How many of you, who are parents 

distrau ht , at the end of a long day, turn to your husband and to your wife 

or to another parent , and say "How can I raise my children in the midst of 

this noise anc this vulgarity - in the midst of too much?" eason has given 

us many rules but not t he rule. How do our children kno what is demanded 

of them? Shall they be obedient to their parents or inde endent of them? 

Shall they learn or shal they question? Shall the sho respect or shall they 

call eir parent and el ers by t heir f irst names? There are many reasonable 

nd conf ictin ethics on child rearin. Time and time again we have seen friends 

beco e ent usiastic abo ta ne lo ic of children-raisin or about a ne way of 

sancti yin rriage , or a out a new way of growing old · th some degree of race . 

All of thee ent usiasms r e evidence on of one t ng - that there is no cer-

inty. on o 

on a th 

forty cent 

d oli 

C n 

us r e ure of the ay ich we must go. a son is a virtue. 

i est pr iorit in our faith. But reason should tell us that 

of Je i h l ie - forty centuries of grace and of di nity - pro

o d for our decision - a way hich is a good ay· a way hich 

nd t eadily. It is useful time and again to come back 

r to r y here t o t ouch ba e, here to reach up to God, here to draw 

lo n tot burden of our tradition. 
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M:iny are surprised when I define the purpose of worship in these terms. 

They think of the SUnday hour or the Sabbath hour as an hour of prayer. Prayer 

is that surge of impulsive emotion which we felt as we stood with our be-

loved at the wedding alter; as we stood tense and frightened outside the hos

pital room of a parent. All of us have prayed. All of us have prayed when 

we were propelled to the hi h altitudes of emotion, where our heart pounded, 

our head throbbed and we simply could not contain ourselves. e found our

selves down on our knees because we had no place else to go. · rords spewed out, 

half-formed . It was a catharsis. Those of us who have prayed and those ho 

nave not kno that when we come into the sanctuary, the mood is quite ot er. 

In our orship there is little of the unbottling or sheer release. Here, every-

tin is scheduled. It is written down. ere is a wall which shelters you 

from the bustle of life - from extre e emotion, and many are isap ointed. 

T ey expected to find release from their fe rs, co ort for their anxieties, 

soothing for their troubles ana t ey foun instead a structured contrived ser-

vie yes, artificial, for civiliz tion is artificial. T e left, they did not 

return. 

thi 

tru. 

it co 

o Joy? 

0 

0 

T ey ex ecte one t i an the found anoth r. s 11 e eny that 

rv ce is not in e to the extremes of emotion? y deny ·t? 1 . It is 

s 11 eny the im le truth that prayer cannot e sc ed ed - or that 

to u in un X cted m nts - in dan er, in fear in the exaltation 

0 0 

coul 

otion 

deny t? It i true. I ill o one st p further . The 

e ometi es l bel prayer, need no addres . To 

0 

o no to 

1 V in Go 

d n he 

i vein God. Thoe ho elieve in the river spirits, 

nd those ho believe in no God, pray. As a chaplain, 

e tical nd h cynic 1 ell the believer at 

or nt into battle. 
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We do not need an address for that instinctive release of emotion which 

is prayer. 1 e do not need a sanctuary or a book in order to pray. Prayer 

is instinctive - wholly natural. :&in prayed before there was writing - per

haps befor e there was lan uage . But is it with prayer that we are concerned 

here at this ho ? ~m-iat we say here 1.s carefully addressed. 11 Hear, 0 Israel, 

the Lord or God , the Lor is one." You do not come here if you angrily deny 

God, if you lave no sense of a ower beyond . Here our tho;ights are ordered 

for us by the gr eat poets of our tradition. To be sure, our mind runs on wi h 

s , but here ther e i s f orm. at happens here is co.trived - civilized· is 

the creatio of a hi gh rel i gion for those who belon t o that religion. nd 

its p ose? To tie you in. To give you a con.ectin point between your lives 

yo ord - bevee t he livin and the lear ed - between the conf sions 

ad clarit . Here , i n he q ·e an in th m sic: ere in the a iliar formula 

0 orshi . e dr a close a i to Go. er and al ays but e ar 

no er here a al a s are. nis is a ·1iar. his is God's ho 1 as it 

ere . hep ti co j p e or Here e ak or hich a e b en 

ok n y to sand enerations · t he ords of a ra·th, the ord f hope, th 

or o comnit m nt . n as eak these ors, thy eco ur own. e 

cc t t e bur en . e cc t e f i h . Te teach·n is tau ht, the Bible is 

t 

nc 

C 0 

o h 

ro 0 

r n i s o e n are ns ired. ere ·s also the mo ent of 

n our 

o 1 n 

0 

o ht r 

d oo 

on. tever e co e to un erstand as the su 

e it into the abric of our lives. That is 

con reg tion, ach orship al ne. 

i own ood. 

ch of us takes 
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What mean these prayers? Simply this; that our faith is alive . 

We are searching. Here is a teaching. We are confused and we look here 

for enlightenment . We need faith and we come here to be bound the more close

ly to it. 'What mean these prayers? Let us be honest about it . Often they 

mean very little. Sometimes we come in and we are not in the mood - we are 

preoccupied, or we cannot quiet down, there is something discordant in the 

air, we leave as we came. But as we come again and again, as the discipline 

becomes part of us, the worship hour comes alive. It teaches and inspires. 

From it we take a certain grace out to the world beyond . From it we take a 

certain teac ing, a certain sense of responsibility out into the world beyond. 

From it we take a sense of God's closeness out into the loneliness of the 

vorld about. This, then,is the meaning of these pra ers . 

Amen. 
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