How Can I Pray What I Don't Believe? A Case Study
Rabbi Elie Kaunfer — kannferl@Hadar.org

Solution Number 1
“The traditional rituals must be studied as artistic forms of religious expression, which in
every age need to be re-examined from the point of view of their truth and their relevance to
the spiritual needs and interests of the times. Whatever is merely archaic and no longer
awakens religious thought and emotion, even in those who are familiar with its traditional
meaning, must be discarded.” — (Eugene Kohn, Proceedings of the Rabbinical Assembly
1953, p. 187)

Solution Number 2
“The problem is not how to revitalize prayer, the problem is how to revitalize
ourselves....Religious movements in our history have often revolved around the problem of
liturgy...To Kabbalah and Hasidism the primary problem was how to pray; to the modern
movements, the primary problem was what to say. What has Hasidism accomplished? It
inspired worship in a vast number of Jews. What have the moderns accomplished? They have
inspired the publication of a vast number of prayerbooks.” — (Abraham Joshua Heschel,
Man’s Quest for God, p. 77, 83)

“We must learn how to study the inner life of the words that fill the world of our prayerbook.
... it is not enough to have met a word in the dictionary and to have experienced unpleasant
adventures with it in the study of grammar. A word has a soul, and we must learn how to
attain insight into its life....

This is our affliction — we do not know how to look across a word to its meaning. We forgot
how to find the way to the word, how to be on intimate terms with a few passages in the
prayer book. Familiar with all words, we are intimate with none...The same word may evoke
new understanding when read with an open heart....\WWhat we need is a sympathetic
prayerbook exegesis.” — (Abraham Joshua Heschel, Man’s Quest for God, p. 78, 81, 83)

The Literary Approach
“[T]he meaning of the liturgy exists not so much in the liturgical text per se as in the
interaction between the litugical text and the biblical intertext. Meaning, in the mind of the

reader, takes place between texts rather than within them.”
Reuven Kimelman, “The Shema’ Liturgy” Kenishta, 1 (2001) p. 28
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1) Context of first blessing

[God] said, “Do not come closer. Remove
your shoes from your feet, for the place on
which you stand is holy ground.

He said: “I am the God of your father, the
God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and
the God of Jacob.”

Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look
at God... God said further to Moses: Thus
shall you say to the children of Israel:
YHVH the God of your ancestors, the
God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the
God of Jacob sent me to You. This is My
name forever, and this is my appellation for

all generations...
(Exodus 3:5-6, 15)
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1a) Midrashic link to first blessing

What is the scriptural proof that we say:
“Blessed are You, YHVH, our God and God
of our ancestors; the God of Abraham, the
God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob”? As it
says (Ex 3:15): God said further to Moses:
Thus shall you say to the children of Israel:
YHVH the God of your ancestors, the God
of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of
Jacob...”

- Mekhilta deRebbe Yishmael Bo 16
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1b) ...Rabbi Yehoshua HaKohen son of R.
Nehemia: At the time God revealed himself
to Moses, Moses was a beginner soldier in
prophecy. God said: If | reveal Myself with
a great voice, | will frighten him. In a small
voice, he will not respect prophecy. What
shall | do? He revealed himself in the voice
of his father Amram. Moses said: What
does my father want? God said to him: | am
not your father but rather the God of your
father. | came to you in seduction so as not
to frighten you. “The God of Abraham, the
God of Isaac and the God of Jacob” (Ex
3:6b)

- Exodus Rabbah 3:1, ed. Shinan, p. 19-20
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2) How Can We Describe God?

There was once one who prayed (the
Amidah) before Rabbi Hanina and said:
“The great, mighty, awesome, powerful,
strong, courageous God.”

[Rabbi Haninah] said to him: Have you
finished [all the possible] praise of your
Master? Were it not that they were written
by Moses in the Torah and affixed by the
Men of the Great Assembly, we would not
even say those three [descriptions]! But you

N TIY N9 97 0919 N29N Y22 TN

SN, NIIN Y2TT 7PHRP TPNYT RINN
PINNY PINN NN 912)0 10 ONN
PNV INPNNMD : 71D ININ NN

IND ON RN )N NRNWN 1TINT

NOID INNY RN NWN INPIANIT
N2 IOININ NI PR INMIPM DTN
PNV OTRD DUN DR OO NINN NN
P ,2ANT 2INT DXAIN YDON PIN D

NI XD .90 2T (GON) IMN POIPN

go on saying all of these?! It may be N2 NN
compared to a human king who had

thousands upon thousands of gold coins,

and people praised him for owning silver.

Isn’t that a terrible degradation of him?

(Babylonian Talmud Megilah)

3) What Do these Adjectives Mean? 5 P7D @27

For God your God is the God of gods and
the Lord of lords. The great, mighty, and
awesome God who shows no favor and
takes no bribe; who does justice for the
orphan and widow, and loves the stranger,
providing him with food and clothing - You
too must love the stranger, for you were

strangers in the Land of Egypt.
(Deuteronomy 10:17-19)
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3a) How Mighty and Awesome is God?
Rabbi Simon said in the name of Rabbi
Yehoshua ben Levi: Why were they called the
men of the great assembly? Because they
returned greatness to its earlier place:

Rabbi Pinhas said: Moses established the form
of the Amidah: The great, mighty and awesome
God.

Jeremiah (32:18) said: The great and mighty
God, but did not say awesome.

Why did he say mighty? One who can watch the
destruction of His house and be quiet is fittingly
called mighty.

And why didn’t he say “awesome”?

Because only the Temple is awesome, as it says
(Psalms 68:36): Awesome is God from his
Sanctuary”

Daniel (9:4) said “The great awesome God” but
did not say “mighty”. His sons have been
captured and imprisoned, so where is His might?
Why did he say “awesome”? For the awesome
things He did for us in the fiery furnace, He is
fittingly called awesome.

When the men of the great assembly arose, they
returned greatness to its earlier place: The great,
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mighty, awesome God (Neh. 9:32). RINM
- Talmud Yerushalmi Berakhot 7:3; 11c
3b) For God your God is the God of gods and » P19 09327

the Lord of lords. The great, mighty, and
awesome God who shows no favor and takes no
bribe — Deut 10:17

You show kindness to the thousandth
generation, but visit the guilt of the fathers upon
their children after them. O great and mighty
God whose name is YHVH of hosts! — Jeremiah
32:18

| prayed to YHVH my God, making confession
thus: O Lord, great and awesome God, who
stays faithful to His covenant with those who
love Him and keep His commandments...” —
Daniel 9:4

And now, our God, great mighty and awesome
God, who stays faithful to His covenant, do not
treat lightly all the suffering that has overtaken
us...- Nehemiah 9:32
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4) The First Blessing - Alternate version
1) Blessed are You, YHVH, Our God and
God of our ancestors

2) The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac,
and the God of Jacob

3) The great, mighty, and awesome God

4) God Most High, creator of heaven and
earth

5) Our shield, the shield of our ancestors

6) Our security in every generation

7) Blessed are You, God, shield of

Abraham.
(Geniza Fragments, Y. Luger, p. 42)
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1 Standard Bavel version
2 Standard Eretz Yisrael version

3 Alliance Israelite Universelle 1V 2a; Or. 1080, 13/63 = Wieder, p. 67
4T-S10H 1/4; 8 H 11/3; H 18/43; 6 H 2/1; Add. 3160/2; TS Arabic 8/10 = Wieder, p. 68-9

SAIU IV A 3; T-S NS 230/35 = Wieder, p. 70
6 T-S 8 H/14; T-S 8 H 9/12 = Wieder, p. 70
7 Rambam Hilkhot Tefilah 9:10

8 Rambam Ibid in Sefer HaBatim and Sefer HaShulhan — see Frankel ed. p. 94. = Wieder, p. 105
% Siddur Rav Saadia Gaon, p. 184 = Wieder, p. 107. See Saadia commentary to Gen
10 Persian Nusah JQR 10 1898, p. 606 = Wieder, p. 107
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5) Whose God is Being Praised?

When he returned from defeating
Chedarlaomer, and the kings with him, the
king of Sodom came out to meet him in the
Valley of Shaveh, which is the Valley of the
King. And Malki-Zedek, king of Shalem,
brought out bread and wine; he was a priest
of God Most High (EI Elyon).

He blessed him, saying:

“Blessed be Avram to God Most High,
creator of heaven and earth. And blessed be
God Most High, who has delivered your
foes into your hand.”

And he gave him a tenth of everything.

Then the king of Sodom said to Avram,
“Give me the people, and take the
possessions for yourself.” But Avram said to
the king of Sodom: “I swear to YHVH, God
Most High, creator of heaven and earth: |
will not take so much as a thread or a sandal
strap of what is yours. You shall not say: “It
is I who made Avram rich.” For me, nothing
but what my servants have used up; as for
the share of the men who went with me -
Aner, Eshkol and Mamre - let them take
their share.

After those things, the word of YHVH
came to Avram in a vision, saying: “Don’t
fear, Avram, | am a shield for you. Your
reward will be very great.”

But Avram said: “Lord, YHVH, what can
you give me, seeing that I shall die childless
and the one in charge of my household is
Damesek Eliezer!” Avram said: “Since You
have granted me no offspring, my steward
will be my heir.”

The word of YHVH came to him saying:
“That one shall not be your heir; none but
your very own issue shall be your heir.” He
took him outside and said: “Look toward
heaven and count the stars, if you are able to
count them.” And He added: “So shall your
offspring be.” And because he put his trust
in YHVH, He reckoned it to his merit.

Then He said to him: “I am YHVH who
brought you out from Ur Casdim to assign
this land to you as a possession.” And he
said: “Lord YHVH, how shall I know that I

am to possess it?”
(Genesis 14:17-24; 15:1-8)
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