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Rabbi lNorman Lamm

A PRAYER MUST HAVE WINGS"

Prayer is not only one of the most important features of religlous
life, but is its most characteristic activity. ' It is the natural

expression of the souls Rabbi Kook speaks of ha-tefillah ha-matmedet

shel ha-neshamah, the soul constantly at prayer. It is the symbol, the

tag, the identification mark of xeligiousness. And of all the year \t h 7
Wiy Wt Akt Xhe s N[ s A TSR bt \' Wy ’ﬂuwv { l\;\’ CoNN ANV
this season’. {1'_s the most prayerful. I invite you with me, therefore, in At
,(/Wf\,rw& - ; Alines

an exploration of this unieue Religious experience.

I fear that after this day is done, there w4 e something amiss ==
not only today, but at the end of every period of prayer, whether that
be often or seldom. We will, of course, feel a sense of respect, perhaps
even of achievement, certainly a bit of relief. But with it, for so meny

Co wie

of us, will })é a feeling of emptiness and a sense of disappointment. e
feel instinctively, so often, that there is so much to be found in our
Prayerbook, and yet we emerge from it with so little. We wonder why we
do not get from it as much as others do, as much as our parents or grand-
parents did. Well, what is it that is wrong? What is missing? Where does
the fault lie? y ;

N vy Al

F-uddE tell you wha"o{\is wrong. "There is nothing wrong with our
prayers. They are as valid and meaningful today as they ever were. There
is something wrong with us. We moderns have largely forgotten how to
pray =- in any language. Our prayers and our services have everything,
seemingly: dignity, decorum, smoothness, precision, voice, ceremony, All
that is good and important and necessary.@ Bub—the—one Thing that counts —

R S S e & VIR e #“0\““5
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often in American synagoguesx praying is cold and stiff; Q:'E service
o i weehealcet v a
uninspired; &\r worship/\ lifeless., Of course we must insist upon decorum

and dignity. Without them the whole sanctity of the synagogue is destroyed.
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The noise of the market-plachnusu be shut out of the synagogue, and the
dignity of man and Torah enhanced. But decorum and dignity must never
become substitutes for life =~ rather, they must enhance it, ensure it,
prepare for its expression.

It is told of the Besht, the saintly founder of the Hassidic
movement, that he was traveling with a group 3f his admirers (Hassidim)
one afternoon when the time came for pra;j\lnh; 'uhe afternoon servmejf
They stopped at a nearby toun and headed for the synagogue. When they
were about to enter this beautiful and almost completely empty edifice,
they noticed that the Besht stopped and would not cross the threshold,
When they asked him to explain, he said that he could not enter because
the "shul" was too crowded. The ﬁassidim looked at each other with
bewilderment: an empty synagogue and he will not enter because it is
"crowded".t Then the holy Besht noticed their puzzlement, he explained:
yes, too crowded -~ I feel that the whole room is filled with prayers,
so full of them that I camot get in, and they are the prayers that did
not go up to Heaven because they had no wingse.

That, friends, is the burden of my remarks to you this mornings the

Yoo wWaawy
regretful observation that H7\Amer1can Jews have clipped the wings off our
preyers. e have reduced the soaring soul of our prayers to dead-weight
verbiage. We have made the adventure of the Spirit ==~ for that is what
prayer should be -~ the dry recitation of ancient poetry. An English poet
(James Montgomery) once said that prayer is "The motion of a hidden fire/
That trembles in the breast./Prayer is the burden of a sigh,/ "he falling
of a tear,/ The upward glancing of an eye/ When none but G-d is near." Can we
say that of our praying? hen there is no fire, no trembling, no sigh, no

tear, no upward glance, not even a sure feeling of the nearness of G-d? TWhen
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there is no surprise, no adventure, no sudden outburst of devotion? No,Athe )
fire has gone out of our worship. We have allowed the wings of our prayer to
atrophy from disuse, Our prayers are, unfortunately, grounded .

CW“' W COHAN_ :
He modern\Jews often excuse our lack of observance by sboutly maintaining

that we at least have a "good heart." Very well, then, let us prove the
goodness and let us use the heartl The very name for Prayer in the language

of Judaism is Avodah She'batleiv -~ the service or sacrifice of the heart.

Heart is, indeed, the heart of prayeri We must put our hearts and our souls

into our prayers. We must cast off oﬁr silly inhibitions and shyness and put

life and love and feeling into every word. Praying must be a service of joy

S AL (30

and rapture; in the words of the Psalmist,p“Serve the Lord with rejoicing."
This warmth, this heartiness, this feeling is called Kavanah. It is

that which is the essence of the life of a prayer, and the only thing which

can revive praying for us modermns as a meaningful and thrilling experience.

(3 \,\N@\

Prayer without Kavanah, a medieval saying goes, is like a body without a soul.

It is not our prayers that need reviving; it is we who pray who must be

revived. And that can be done only through Kavanah, only by putting wings

on our prayers. .

What, exactly, then, is Kavanah? It is inner participation, inner
devotion, warmth, spontaneity, inwardness, the outpouring of the heart over
the walls of shyfulness and bashfulness, of fright and social inhibitions
which dam it up with such terrible effectiveness. Kavanah in prayer must be
like the symphony of Beethoven's upon which the famed composer himself wrote,
"o be played from the heart to the heart." Kavanah means not only to read
the words of the Siddur -~ but to amswer them. "Though smooth be the

heaﬁ}ess prayer, no ear in Heaven will mind it;/ And the finest phrase falls

dead, if there be no feeling behind it." (Ella Wheeler Wilcox). That

feeling is Kavanah. Kavanah is enthusiasm =- and remember that the word
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enthusiasm is corposed of two Greek words =-- en and theos -- which means
Min G=d." ZXKavanah, therefore, is the thrill of being close to G=d,

: e
immersed in G-dliness. Kavanaﬁ}}s that which can make a King David say

Ani Tefillah =~ "I am prayer" -~ that is, so bound up and attached to the

words uttered, that you mergé with prayer itself and become as one. In short,
to return to the Besht!s wise saying, to use Kavanah means to put wings on
your prayers. Lt is not enough for a Prayer to be like a penguin, which is
clean, formel and dignified =~ but camnot get off the ground. It must grow
wings and soar like an eagle.

Well, then, someone here might be inclined to say, granted that Kavansh
is the life and soul of prayer, but how does one go about finding that
enthusiasm and developing that 1ns€1ratlon if he doesn't just have it

w-i o N e L8
naturally and cannot find it in th3\5001ety in which we live? How do you
grow wings on your prayers? A good and legitimate qpestlon. And let us
eliminate certain solutions first: The answer is not by organ accompaniment,
because we do not believe in Prayer by lachine. Not by having the Rabbi
intone prayers foéx;idf”53223§§éé§%ao not believe in Prayer by Proxy. Not by
Just relexing and listening to the Cantor's singing, becauée we do not
believe in Prayer by Operatics. Certainly not by indulging in that
unfortunate habit of whlsnerlng and disgraceful disorderliness that all too
A 5 0 Vil n o \Nele R\l , ek

often is tolerated by many Orthodox synagogues, foi\we do not mistake
clamoring for devotion., How then? I think we can use owe—of three ways to
find and exercise that Kavanah.

First of the aids in acquiring Kavanah is: awareness of Prayer as
Privilege. By "Prayer as Privilege" I do not mean that when we are in some

kind of trouble we are privileged in that we can turn to G-d fOT’%ﬁQ@h—Jﬁ Sl
1 s S

relderation in the st for Kavanah™ “Tcssg\3£\-~
h the approac G-d is frequen -~ or
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I mean, rather, that the very fact that man can pray, that he nay pray --
and encroach upon the presence of G-d is an amazing piece of good fortune
. ~ W the Grenesis story,

.

for)ﬁgm. The great Rabbl Bunam of Pzysha asked: why did G-@Aput such a
strange curse upon the serpent, condemming it to eat dust 2ll its life? Was
this not a blessing rather than a curse, for it can find its food evefy
place and every time? And he answered: G-d told Adam that he must eat his
bread by the sweat of his brow, and if he has no bread he can pray to C-d
for heln. To Ive C~d said that she was to bear children in pain, and if
her pain is great she can pray'tolG-d to ease it. Thus both are still
bedd \
bound to G-d and can find a way to Him. But to the serpent, source of QV\'
A
G=-d gave everything it reaquires, so that it might never have the occasion
to burn to Him.-l
When we thus regard prayer -- even prayer for the fulfillment of our
needs ~- as a privilege, as a way bo G-d Whom we might otherwise ignore
all our lives, our prayer is filled with Kavanah. The first technique
for putting wings on our prayers is to appreciate that the need, the
occasion, the ability and the opportunity to pray are a blessing, an
aspect and expression of our humanity.and closeness to the Creator rather

than a serpentine distance from Him.

The second consideration in the auest ah i pie i i
L he quest for Kavanah is the exercise of

Selflessness in Prayer. Although Tthe aporoach to G=d is frequently =~ or
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usually =- made through selfish motives, the content and goal of prayer is.
just the opposite. True worship is the forgetting of the self. I am
hungry end want to eat; cold and Wantvclothing; frightened and want
security; rejected and want love -~ these may be the factors that lead us %o
prayde, they may be some of the th:‘!_n\gs we mention in prayer. But they are
not the emty substance of prayer. éjht essence ofprayer ﬂ:s—ﬂe%—begg:ﬁ-ga;eae-g—
farwore—Lhan-that,—3% is the sheer Thrill and wonder, the simple and naive
marvel of standing before G-d. I? is the losing of our self-consciousness,
W o A D
and the complete submergen-a/e of the sel;E"1 in the presence of the King of Kings.
And_what choice have we but to exercise Kavanah when we realize that we are
being overwhelmed with holiness and purilty -~ the outer fringes of His
o eyl
presence; M that we are being uplii‘ted/\ from transience to eternity; that we
suddenly find ourselves in a new and higher world; that this moment of true
prayer is the essence of immortality, ?aﬁ; it will live forever.
I have been using the words "pra,\,;' and "to pray" often in this talk.

Yet I must confess the words are unfamiliar énd comerstrange to my lipse I
“am much more at home with the Yiddish"“boéﬁ_&:g_r_l_.".f And that is not only because
of pleasant childhood associations, but because the word itself conveys more
of this marvelous and wonderful feeling of G-dliness than does the word

Souwsd

"pray.! As a matter of fact,'\studenﬁs of language hewve—eften—vwondered—about
“‘the—erigin—of E’he word *daven,‘ and—seme-of them-suggest that\l,éb comes from

the French wes#l devant which means "in front of." When one "davens" he
6w :
bypasses mere pe‘bition,'\-he’reaches the level of dissolution of his ego before

the G-d he addresses. Da Lifnei Ifi Ata Omed, "Know before Whom you stand,"
aw Hek.

has graced dhe-sxeni of many And it éays: when you pray, my friend,
you "“daven"; you are completely and wholly before and in the presence of
Almighty G-d. "Davenning" is praying with wings.

[;That is why; incidenﬁally, the Cantor in our Traditional synagogues does
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not face the congregation but the Ark. hen a cantor faces the congregation,
they are his audience, and his chants are the arias of a vocal artist wailting
for approval anc applause. Uhen he faces the Holy Ark, G-d is his audience,
and his chants form "davenning," and he awaits the approval of Him to Whom
all prayers are addréssed. Then and only then can his prayers have wings,
That holds true for each of us who prays. We must remember that a synagogue
is a House of Prayer, and that coming to it and praying in it is apvearing
before G=d., At such a time man stends stripped bare before his Maker, naked
of all his pretenses. ¥hat should guide him at that time, in this one domain
which should remain free of the superficialities of our age, is not his
esthetic taste, not his social status, not his financial attainments, not

how to pray with the "right crowd,” not what his friends think of his choice
o

of synagogue -- but solely Kavanah -~ inner depth, the thoughts of his heart

as they teke wing to G=- Only by being selfless in Prayer can men and wWomen
- o ereta DN v kz

who pray learn to»fulfill themselvesv\and ri.se to their full stature as

children of G-d;

Third and last of the methods we can Suggest for attaining Kavanah is by
referring to the Associations of Prayer. The words we utter were not written
yesterday by some Bohemian poet in a religious mood. They are the distilled
dew-drops of the religious experience of ages. They are laden with history,
and therefore from the associations of these words we can draw a wealth of
inspiration so that, in the words of Beethoven, they can be played from the
heart to the heart. ¥e4m;;;Iemember how these words were hallowed by
generations of pious men and women, the greatness and génius of their
composers, the spiritual response they evoked from others who preceded us

vAY 9 wWite
and who recited the same words,’<ﬁb can draw inspiration from inspiration,

A

) L .
Kavanah from Kavanah. %hen we recite the Shma, for—instance, we can acquire

P e

Kavanah if we recall that they were the last words spoken to the dying
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Patriarch Jacob, the last promise oi’(\hi’s children to continue to serve His
G=d. ‘hey were spoken by Moses as he prepared his people for the conquest
of Canaan, which he knew he would never live to see. They were studied by
philosophers, explained by mystics) and uttered by martyrs as they wenl down
in glory. They were offered up %o G-d as a simple, angelic, warm prayer of
some Jewish child dying of the plague in Viddle Age France., Wise men and
ordinary people like ourselves found love in tvheni, drew strength from them,
put life :Lmrﬁo them, and gave their lives for them. These associations, the
very sound of the words, therefore, can ignite the spark of Kavanah and
inspiration which we cannot i‘lnd in ourselves and in our society. Xach word
o ey b/
has a personali‘byA and history o its own, and the associations we find in
them can make them soar as we pronounce them. Professor Heschel put it very
well when he said that "it is more inspiring to let the heart echo the music
of the ages than to play upon the broken flutes of our own hearts.® That is
why, incidentally, we Orthodox Jews are so reluctant to cut and chéxnge and
wreak havoc with our traditional Siddur. Besides the fact that the prayers
are as relevant and meaningful today as the day they were written, the fact
is that they carry in them the sentiment and sighs of centuries, th‘; ,\tears
anwh o ,jo;g o; genérations. The Siddur is the inner history of the eternal Jew,

and its words are the repository of his Splrl’c.

e
. he three ways of aequiring this Kavanah:aze-ly
recognizing that Prayer is a Privilege; by gubmlttlng’to the T%nde:c‘ &f ,

Prayer; and -by the reco]lectlons and Assoc1atlons Qf the Prayers. *

e e e SE = —

The call of the Shofar, according to Maimonides, is a cha]_lenge to wake

up from our lethargy. I};av we , as uw hear the sound of the Shofar, accept
j“\( '\’\ ‘f”to&“

tqat challengek meke our prayer purposeful, our devotion meaningful, our

-auareness and
worshlp filled with Kavanahk Mn%mwyﬁwwmm%
TN Ay AR Al L\kvv"«:\ \’M*ﬁu et » \""\“‘“\H\ L }’\'\"L\‘hﬂ

AR 7

f UUSH clown @ P AR AN \.,'..( N *\\\"“S
iw\\w\q\\ﬂ“*\"‘s‘x““”’ \l&“ﬂ‘\w\)\\\ ‘"\\)\3 Cha v AN ‘X s .

T \RaocaN AV A UGN e r&

5532




Rabbi Norman Lamm 8
A PRAYER MUST HAVE WINGS T , )
S\r\vs\’u\ s Kmgosw e\ P (‘\i P —uwi Adceeu g T Sevvit ML w\w‘”‘:\ ‘
0 ‘\_\.«VV\ 5(\_\ \.fvﬁ\‘j \(\“ \si(’\"’\ _\_‘ L ex Vv«vjﬁq{k {\:\ ML N e [\».w\ S‘\\\b.‘ol ad /[\L-g-

Nay, evea-morey—may-Kavanah se-fill -our-beings thatl mere words-prove—inadequete;
(2
That the unexpressed adoration, the unarticulated love and the\a;kggigg(emotion

can ey Pre
Y V{aﬂ“ﬂybﬁithin us take take wing with the tekiot of the Shofar and0§oar before the

Heavenly Throne, eliciting from G-d the verdict of Berakhah, Chayyim, and
Sholom. ///
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