The Primary Purpose of Prayer

“The primary purpose of prayer is not to make requests. The primary purpose is to praise, to sing, to chant. Because the essence of prayer is a song, and man cannot live without a song. Prayer may not save us. But prayer may make us worthy of being saved.”
― Abraham Joshua Heschel, Moral Grandeur and Spiritual Audacity: Essays
Radical Amazement

“Our goal should be to live life in radical amazement...get up in the morning and look at the world in a way that takes nothing for granted. Everything is phenomenal; everything is incredible; never treat life casually. To be spiritual is to be amazed.” 
― Abraham Joshua Heschel
Changing Nature

“The function of prayer is not to influence God, but rather to change the nature of the one who prays.” 
― Søren Kierkegaard
Praying in Joy

“You pray in your distress and in your need; would that you might pray also in the fullness of your joy and in your days of abundance.” 
― Khalil Gibran, The Prophet
Too Small for Prayer

“Any concern too small to be turned into a prayer is too small to be made into a burden.” 
― Corrie ten Boom
To Pray

“Many people pray to be kept out of unexpected problems. 
Some people pray to be able to confront and overcome them.” 
― Toba Beta, Betelgeuse Incident
Taking Heaven By Storm

“Once on the eve of the New Year, when they were in synagogue, Rabbi Nahum of Chernobyl was reciting the afternoon prayer with great fervor, but his grandson-in-law who stood near him felt a sinking spirit. Everyone seemed to be praying with great concentration, but it took all the strength he could muster just to be able to figure out a single word and to grasp its meaning. Afterward he approached Rabbi Nahum, concerned that his prayer was unacceptable, for he had been unable to make his way through the service. Rabbi Nahum said to him: ‘My son, how your prayer took Heaven by storm today! It lifted up all those prayers that could not come through the gates.’”

-A Hasidic Tale

Beginning to Pray:

“Where do I begin? Where do I find God? How do I begin to pray? There is a Tzelem Elohim, an image of God, implanted in me. The image of God is found in myself, in whom God breathes nishmat hayyim—the divine breath of life. In each of us is a n’shamah, a soul whose origin is God. In prayer, I enter into the deepest parts of my self, discover who I am, and touch God’s presence.”

-Harold Schulweis

Faith
“Faith is not something that we acquire once and for all. Faith is an insight that must be acquired at every single moment… Those who honestly search, those who yearn and fail, we did not presume to judge. Let them pray to be able to pray, and if they do not succeed, if they have no tears to shed, let them yearn for tears, let them try to discover their heart and let them take strength from the certainty that this too is a high form of prayer.”

-Abraham Joshua Heschel

The Effect of Prayer
“Prayer is a way of sensitizing ourselves to the wonder of life, of expressing gratitude, and of praising and acknowledging the reality of God. One need not believe that God will interfere with the ongoing process of nature to feel that prayer is worthwhile. We may have different understandings of what God is. No definition we have is sufficient or answers all doubts and questions. To be aware that God exists—that there is more in the universe than physical matter, that a moral order is inherent in creation, that humans are responsible for their conduct and can help to bring about the perfection, or at least the improvement, of the world and of life—that is sufficient reason for prayer.”

-Rabbi Reuven Hammer

The Praying Farmer
“You should act in prayer as if you were a farmer: first you plow, then you seed, afterward you water, and finally things begin to grow. In prayer, first you have to dig deeply to open your heart, then you allow your heart to cry. That’s how salvation grows.”

-The Hasidic master Abraham of Slonim

I Will Praise Adonai at All Times
“It is truly a blessing to be able to praise God in each moment, but most of us see God only in extraordinary events. Would that we could see each moment as a new creation, a special time, a manifestation of the holy.”

-Abraham Isaac Kook

Gratitude
“Were our mouths to fill with song as the sea, our tongues to sing endlessly like waves, our lips to offer praise like the limitless sky, our eyes to shine like the sun and the moon, our arms to spread heavenward like eagles’ wings, and our feet to run as fast as deer, we would still be unable to fully express our gratitude to You, Adonai our God and God of our ancestors, or to praise Your name for even one of the myriad moments of kindness with which You have blessed our ancestors and us.”

-Nishmat, from the Shabbat morning service
Energy
“Energy is the basis of everything.  Every Jew, no matter how insignificant, is engaged in some decisive and immediate pursuit of a goal… It is the most perpetual people of the earth…”

· Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 
(German dramatist, novelist and poet)
Anti-Commandment

“The very notion of commandment—let alone commandment from God—seems antithetical to personal freedom, an affront to self that many contemporary Americans approach warily.”

–Chancellor Arnold Eisen, 
Conservative Judaism Today and Tomorrow

Standing Before God
“Standing before God, sensing God’s presence, speaking to God, and ‘hearing’ God speak in return: these may be the most difficult acts that our tradition asks Jewish adults of this generation to perform.”

–Chancellor Arnold Eisen, 
Conservative Judaism Today and Tomorrow

Community in Synagogue

“Conservative Jews seek community in synagogue—and find it at stirring moments of collective song, recital of prayers for healing…they seek connection to tradition—and find it in prayers, melodies…they seek precious moments of introspection…”

–Chancellor Arnold Eisen, 
Conservative Judaism Today and Tomorrow
The Power of Worship

“The power of worship is song. First we sing, then we understand…Praise and song open our eyes to the grandeur of reality that transcends the self. Song restores the soul; praise repairs spiritual deficiency”

-Abraham Joshua Heschel, 
Moral Grandeur and Spiritual Audacity
Jewish applications of the God idea

“It is scientifically incorrect to say that there is a specifically Jewish conception of God. The correct way of stating the relation of the Jews to their religion is that there is a specifically Jewish application of the God idea”

-Mordecai Kaplan, 
The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion
To Reckon with Life’s Creative Forces

“To believe in God is to reckon with life’s creative forces, tendencies and potentialities as forming an organic unity, and as giving meaning to life by virtue of that unity. Life has meaning for us when it elicits from us the best of which we are capable, and fortifies us against the worst that may befall us”

-Mordecai Kaplan, 
The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion
Fashioning the World

“What a beautiful and wise pathway to understanding that it is in holding each other, in singing together, that we fashion the kind of world in which we aspire to live”

-Rabbi Bradley Artson, 
God of Becoming and Relationship

A Pilgrim’s Path
“There are so many roads, and each is fit for that one pilgrim who must follow it”

-Farid Attar (Sufi mystic and poet), 
The Conference of the Birds

The Vanishing Niggun

“Judaism today is the least known religion. Its rare splendor has been so frequently adjusted to the trivialities of changing opinions that what is left is a commonplace. There are only few who still perceive the vanishing niggun of its perennial yearning

-Abraham Joshua Heschel, 
The Earth is the Lord’s
The Wave of a Song

“In no other act does man experience so often the disparity between the desire for expression and the means of expression as in prayer. The inadequacy of the means at our disposal appears so tangible, so tragic, that one feels it a grace to be able to give oneself up to music, to a tone, to a song, to a chant. The wave of a song carries the soul to heights which utterable meanings can never reach. Such abandonment is no escape, for the world of unutterable meanings is the nursery of the soul, the cradle of all our ideas. It is not an escape but a return to one’s origins.”

-Abraham Joshua Heschel
TextPeople
“Everything depends on the person who stands in the front of the classroom. The teacher is not an automatic fountain from which intellectual beverages may be obtained. He is either a witness or a stranger. To guide a pupil into the promised land, he must have been there himself. Do I believe what I say? He must be able to answer in the affirmative. What we need more than anything else is not textbooks but textpeople. It is the personality of the teacher which is the text that the pupils read; the text that they will never forget.”
-Abraham Joshua Heschel

Routine Preparation

“Routine holds us in readiness for the moments in which the soul enters into accord with the spirit…
-Abraham Joshua Heschel 
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