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ack in the 90’s when I was a kid
I knew there were things that us Jews always did:
we ate giant meals, and read from the Torah
lit Shabbat candles, danced in a hora

and also, we prayed, but I didn’t know why.
Were we sending our queries to God in the sky?
Were we mumbling magic like many magicians?
Because of tradition, or old superstitions?
 
At Schechter we prayed, we prayed everyday
and through repetition I learned what to say.
I could walk into shul, anytime, anywhere
pick up the siddur and find the right prayer.
And though by the end we were prayer literate,
none of my friends liked to daven one bit.
It was boring and awful, with no explanation,
no singing, discussion, or any translation.
So they grew to resent it, my peers at that school.
But I liked it -- I thought that praying was cool
And while praying at home could be such a bummer
I still learned to love it at camp every summer.
 
We said the same prayers, still early each day
but our staff made it fun in their own special way.
Sometimes they’d use music, recorded or not,
play acting games, or engage us in thought.
They inserted moments of meaning and fun,
to say, “prayer is hard, but it can be done,
and it can mean something to you when you’re young
and be more than letters you speak with your tongue.”
 
Now I’m a teacher myself and I’m blessed
that my counselors made programs and gave it their best.
But that’s not what I see in traditional places
(except for a few very rare, special cases.)
At camps, in programs, and in many day schools,
They still pray by rote, and pray by the rules.
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Yet prayer teaches gratitude, thanks, praise, and awe --
I want students to live lives enriched by tefillah.
Not zombies who mumble in Hebrew and kneel
but students who grapple, discuss, sing, and feel.
So wherever I teach, whenever I can,
I follow the rules of my own made up plan.
 
Step one: I ask “why?” What does prayer really do?
What does it mean to tradition? and you?
Perhaps it connects us to history,
or binds us to Jewish community
or gives us responsibility,
or points out the blessings in all that we see?
We must talk about why, or meaning is lost.
They might know how to pray, but perhaps at a cost?
Repetition is good, and mechanics are great,
but it needs to balanced with some other state.
 
Step two: mix it up! Add in a small treat
that gets people thinking or moving their feet.
Tell a story, teach music, or act a small play
injecting some meaning to praying that day.
The third step is harder, it’s deep and systemic,
requiring work and reports academic,
but we need to rethink how we teach prayer at all.
These games and discussions are great, but they’re small.
 
We could fix it up, piece by piece, patch by patch,
but what if we rebuilt the whole thing from scratch?
What if our curricula were made from the start
to balance out knowledge and spirit and heart?
To teach of the “why,” but also the “how,”
Like “why are we thankful?” and “how do I bow?”
 
In my congregations, I’m mixing up prayer,
and getting great feedback from those who are there.
There’s much more to do, and a long road ahead
but I believe in this work, and I want it to spread,
through books that I’ll write and through classes I teach,
by working with educators, doing outreach.
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I know that it’s needed, I’ve heard all the cries,
and counted the sighs, and seen the rolled eyes,
But I still love to pray, it’s Judaism to me,
so I must work to give others that opportunity,
to make prayer that connects present, future, and past,
and build educational models that last.
 
I end with a prayer of my own, so to speak,
that we all can create the tefillot that we seek,
full of meaning and spirit and knowledge and fun,
that bring us together in tune with the One.
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